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INTRODUCTION 


I T was not so very long ago that all 
Americans were taught that the Amer¬ 
ican Revolution came about solely and 
simply because all colonists hated tyr¬ 
anny and loved freedom; because all 
colonists resented the denial by a for- 
eign government of their right to share 
in governing themselves; and because all 
colonists, therefore, rising in heroic re¬ 
sistance to the government which op¬ 
pressed them, determined to make of 
America an independent nation, founded 
on the principles of political liberty and 
equality. The persistence of such a sim¬ 
ple and clear-cut picture of the revolu¬ 
tionary struggle is reflected in the Avidely- 
held belief that the chief point at issue 
between colonies and mother country 
was the rightness or wrongness of the 
principle, “taxation without representa¬ 
tion is tyranny.’^ 

The labors of historians of the past two 
generations, however, have made it im¬ 
possible to believe quite so surely that 
the Revolution was no more and no less 
than a conflict produced by verbal dis¬ 
agreements between a people united in 
the cause of freedom and a regime which 
refused to accept freedom as the neces¬ 
sary basis of aU governments. The re- 
appraisal of the colonial and revolution¬ 
ary era, begun by such scholars as 
Charles M. Andrews, George Louis Beer, 
Herbert Levi Osgood, and others has 
made it clear that, to see selfless devo¬ 
tion of the patriots to political ideals as 
the sole cause of the Revolution might 


well be a national tradition, but it is 
hardly sound history. Significant facts 
which today seem obvious —for exam¬ 
ple, the extreme tardiness of the patriot 
leaders in formulating the demand for 
independence, or the apparent lack of 
unanimity among the colonists concern¬ 
ing what they wanted, why they wanted 
it, and how they proposed to get it — 
were long overlooked by the traditional 
explanations of why the revolutionists 
fought. Beginning in the 1890 s, his¬ 
torians directed their attentions more 
closely to the revolutionary use of the 
political ideals of freedom and equality, 
of independence and self-government; 
they patiently considered the influence 
of such factors as economic interests, 
the accidental conjunctures of men and 
events, and the personal ambitions and 
prejudices of revolutionary leaders or 
members of Parliament; and they sought 
to discover all the possible logical con¬ 
nections between one step in the con¬ 
flict and the next. As a result, there is 
today general agreement among histo¬ 
rians that to understand why the Revolu¬ 
tion was fought, one must do more than 
accept at face value the familiar political 
slogans and catch-words, that he must 
consider the actions and the motives of 
diverse individuals, groups, sections, and 
classes, and must .be aware of the rela¬ 
tion of the British-American conflict to 
British imperial problems and to larger 
problems of world affairs. There is no 
longa: doubt that the causes of the 
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deep setled* 

However, the speciic question, "What 
were tlie canscs of the American Revo- 
lutiois?^ is mme than ever a major one, 
bectiise tha' Mstorians have failed to 
»Tive at any answer upon which aH can 
lnst.ead they present an array of 
contradictory and conflicting interpreta¬ 
tion, fema wiicii Ac «di:imry citizen 
must, somehow or other, choose or con¬ 
struct his own answer. 

In any of these interpretations, a criti¬ 
cal p’liiit of OTiii|Bri$on is the extent to 
which the auAor believes the familiar 
revolutionary ideas and ideals to^ have 
been a major factor in producing the 
eveiitiml war between Britons and colo¬ 
nists: it is |K»sible to divide interpreta¬ 
tions Into two general categories, on the 
l»:Sis erf their attitudes on this |mrticular 
point. On the one hand, there are those 
\witers who would de-emphasize the 
differences of political and constitutional 
ideas between the colonies and England, 
either by asserting that such opinions are 
only a product of some more basic eco¬ 
nomic or social factor, or by finding that, 
even though these different views consti¬ 
tuted a genuine point of disagreement, 
the disagreement could readily have been 
overcome had it not been for conflicts of 
a different sort. Those who hold to such 
a viewpoint say, in effect, that what the 
colonists said and wTote about the rights 
of British citizens and the rights of men 
does not, by itself, offer any real clue as 
to why they fought. 

On the other hand, there are writers 
who admit the complexity of causes of 
the Revolution, but insist that colonial 
ideas about democratic self-government 
wwe one of the most important causes of 
the Revolution and that the political 
views of the revolutionists cannot be 
wholly explained in terms of any direct. 


material interests or any inner logic of 
events. 

ITie problem presented here, however, 
is much more specific than this differ¬ 
ence in historical philosophy. Ever since 
Karl Marx first showed the way, most 
historians have been careful to take into 
account all economic aspects of their 
particular subject of interest. Many, of 
course, have gone so far as to say (though 
not often in precisely Marxist fashion) 
that the basic element in any historical 
situation is the economic one, and have 
gone on to apply this type of analysis to 
numerous specific cases. The American 
Revolution has not escaped such treat¬ 
ment. Rather, the economic interpreta¬ 
tion has become one of the most promi¬ 
nent concerning that event. Writers like 
Charles Beard and Louis Hacker have 
offered cogent and complete arguments 
for it In popular discussions about the 
nature or the causes of the Revolution, 
it will generally be found that those 
who profess to defend the honor of the 
revolutionary ideals regard as their prin¬ 
cipal enemy those who make even the 
least suggestion that the economic inter¬ 
ests of the parties (especially of the 
colonists) played some part in the strug¬ 
gle. Economic interpretations of the 
Revolution have thus come to occupy a 
position of prominence not only in the 
eyes of their supporters, but in the eyes 
of opponents as well. 

These readings, therefore, include im¬ 
portant examples of two views; on the 
one hand, the view that economic con¬ 
flicts between colonies and mother coun¬ 
try were the paramount cause of the 
Revolution; on the other hand, the view 
that the Revolution was caused primarily 
by the differences in political ideas be¬ 
tween colonists and Englishmen. 

There is offered first a group of three 
selections relating solely to the argu- 
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ments concerning the economic causa¬ 
tion of the conflict. The first, by Louis M. 
Hacker, is the clearest possible presenta¬ 
tion of the belief that it was the economic 
conflicts between colonial and British 
mercantile or industrial interests which 
led to the Revolutionary War. In the 
second selection, Charles M. Andrews 
gives his reasons for disagreeing with 
such an explanation, and in the third, 
Oliver M. Dickerson takes up in detail 
the working of the colonial economy as 
affected by the British Navigation Acts, 
and arrives at a conclusion contradicting 
Hacker’s. 

In the second group of readings, atten¬ 
tion is focused on the numerous British 
policy-decisions of the period immedi¬ 
ately preceding the outbreak of armed 
hostilities. Lawrence Henry Gipsons 
argument that the Revolution was essen¬ 
tially a product of the world struggle for 
empire can hardly be said to offer total 
support to either the political or the eco¬ 
nomic interpretation, as developed in 
this volume. His contention that further 
subordination to the Empire was against 
the material interests of major segments 
of the American community after 1763 
implies that those material interests were 
much more important to the colonists 
than were their political and constitu¬ 
tional beliefs; his contention that the war 
with France bred major changes in Brit¬ 
ish colonial policy, however, undermines 
one of the central assumptions of the 
economic interpretation — that British 
policy remained mercantilist, dictated by 
British capitalist interests, right down to 
1776. Bernhard Knollenberg, in the next 
selection, argues that British measures of 
1759-1765 were particularly responsible 
for driving the American colonists into 
ultimate rebellion. He takes issue not 
only with the economic interpreters, who 
assume that British policy remained 


constant from the seventeenth century 
through the crisis of 1775, but also with 
Andrews’ assertion that the colonists 
had, well before the pre-Revolutionary 
decade, drifted far from loyalty to the 
British Empire. 

A third group of readings has to do 
with a related problem — to what extent 
was the American Revolution a “dual 
revolution,” i.e., both a colonial struggle 
for independence and an internal strug¬ 
gle between “aristocrats” and “demo¬ 
crats”? It is Clinton Rossiter’s contention 
that virtually all colonists were agreed 
in their growing opposition to continued 
colonial status, and that they manifested 
a basically conservative “American con¬ 
sensus.” Merrill Jensen, on the other 
hand, insists that colonists were moti¬ 
vated by a desire for substantially in¬ 
creased democracy, and were not merely 
conserving something they already pos¬ 
sessed. 

The next two selections address them¬ 
selves to divisions of opinion among the 
colonists. Carl Becker’s brilliant recrea¬ 
tion of the period through the eyes of 
Jeremiah Wynkoop and his father-in- 
law, Nicholas Van Schoickendinck, de¬ 
scribes clearly how issues dividing the 
colonists often mingled with and cut 
across issues which separated colonists 
from the mother country in the pre- 
Revolutionary period. James Truslow 
Adams, in the next selection, goes much 
farther than Becker in identifying cleav¬ 
ages among the colonists. He argues that 
economic and class divisions between 
American merchants and radicals led to 
disagreements about goals and tactics. 
His interpretation, therefore, closely 
resembles the economic interpretation 
presented earlier. 

The last reading, by Page Smith, urges 
recognition of the cogency and accuracy 
of the explanation of the American Revo- 
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liitifii Dfferrcl hy a contemporary of it, 
Da%l#J Smilli reviews all the 

mneji In this yoluine and pre- 

fiafii.say's views of them. Smith 
a siiininaiy of the rise and fall 
of tfi** various schools of thonght concem- 
iri«4 tfir calJS€,^s of the American Revolu¬ 
tion from Eamsay s time to the present. 

While ifie major prohlem thus pre- 
scfileil k one of broad historical inter- 
prt*tation, it Is linpcissiHe to weigh the 
«*ktive slgfiificariee of political ideas and 
ecoRomle InttTCSfs without Brst facing a 
Biifiiht-r i>f esscEllally factual subsidiary 
fjEvstloas, iipm which the authors dis- 


or all colonists to political and constitu¬ 
tional ideals, or because the economic 
interests of some or all colonists could be 
served, in the long ran, only by political 
independence from England. It need 
hardly be said that the formulation of 
an intelligent opinion on this particular 
problem should yield something much 
more valuable than more intellectual 
exercise. A study of the causes of the 
American Revolution, since it demands 
a questioning of the function of demo¬ 
cratic ideals in the founding of the Amer¬ 
ican nation, necessarily demands further 
questioning of the function of those same 


at eiaay points. One such question 
iavrilvrs file nature of British colonial 
policy after 1763: Did the British govem- 
cfianfe is policy at that rime, thus 
pro^jijclng gritfvances which would not 
have art lea othmvise, or did it continue 
a mercantilist policy which intensMed old 
,^ievari€es? Ickted to this is the ques¬ 
tion: To wliat eitenf were the colonists 
themselves aware of sf»ciically economic 
grlevanees, and to w^hat extent did they 
express them? grievances did the 

ctilonisls 1 mfc\ if not primarily economic 
ones? A very critical quesrion concerns 
the role of the different sections and 
classes In the colonies: What grievances 
and what political Ideas did artisans and 
small fanners lave in common with mer¬ 
chants, or froatlersmea with city-dwell¬ 
ers, and whiTe did tie interests and ideas 
Ilf these* groups diverge from one an¬ 
other? Is it |»ssible to determine which 
actions ivere the wwk of merchants, 
which the work of radicals, and which 
the resiiJb of their joint efforts? If so, 
how did those actions interrelate to cause 
a revolution? 

Only after mnsidering such questions 
as these wil the reader be able to decide 
whether he thinks the Revolution came 
atet i»»ase of tl» devotion of some 


ideals m our own time. An understand¬ 
ing of the relationship of the ideals of 
1776 to the economic and social situation 
of the revolutionary period will contribute 
to a better understanding of the possible 
utility of those ideals in solving ideo¬ 
logical and interest conflicts within the 
American community today. And an 
understanding of the relationship of the 
interests and ideals of 1776 to the 
constitution of the 18th-century British 
Empire will certainly offer some basis for 
deciding what should be America’s role 
in the 20th-century world-community of 
nations. 


[Ni^: The statements on page x are quoted, 
wim the permission of the publishers, from the 
following sources: Charles M. Andrews, “The 
Amencan Revolution: An Interpretation,” Amer- 
Review, XXXI (January, 1926), 
230; Louis M. Hacker, The Triumph of Ameri- 
cm (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

. P‘ Carl Becker, The History of 
ProuOTce of New York, 
(Madison: Bulletin of the University 
of Wisconsin, No. 286; Histoiy Series, Vol 2 
No 1 1909), p. 5; Robert E. Imwn, ^etaier-’ 
pretahon of the Revolution and Constitution,” 
(March, 1957), p. 103; 

V ^rican He^luUon, 

195^ “d Brothers 

1954;, p. 4; and Lawrence Henry Gipson The 
Coming of the Revolution (New Yorf: Harper 
and Brothers, 1954), p. 232.] ^ 
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The Clash of Issues 


Ecmumic mlf-iniemst md poUtical ideals: 

“Primarily, the Americaii Revolution was a political and constitutional 
movement and only secondarily one that was either financial, commercial 
or mial At bottom, the fundamental issue was the political independence 
of the colonic, and in the last analysis the confiiict lay between the British 

Parliament and the colonial assemblies. . . ^ 

— Charles M. Ajstdrews 

“'The straggle was not over high-so^unding political and constitutional 
concepts; over the power of taxation or even, in the final analysis, over 
natural rights. It was over colonial manufacturing, wild lands and furs, 
sugar, wine, tea, and currency, all of which meant, simply, the survival 
or collapse of English mercantile capitalism within the imperial-colonial 
framework of the mercantilist system.’' 

— Louis M. Hacker 

Imimmd demmratimtkm and cokmkd home rule: 

*The American Revolution was the result of two general movements: 
th# mutest for home-rule and independence, and the democratization of 
Am^OTCsn pofitics and society. Of these movements, the latter was funda¬ 
mental , . 

~ Carl Becker 

. . the war did involve democracy, but it was a war to preserve the 
democracy^ that was alr^dy present, not a war to democratize an aristo¬ 
cratic American society.’’ 

— Robert E. Brown 


Culimral accretion and policy blunders: 

“Above all, the swift rending of the British Empire and the appearance 
of the American Union are to be explained by the mistakes of the British 
government in dealing with the American colonies after 1763, blunders 

ivhich drove them into armed rebellion.” 

— John Richard Alden 

“The rupture of the old British Empire ... did not come about as the 
result of wicked men - neither of the King or Lord North, on the one hand 
nor of American radicals, on the other -... It had its source fundamentaUy 
in the fact that America now embodied a mature and powerful English- 

speatog community with a mind of its own and a future that it considered 

peculiarly its own.” 


— Lawrence Henry Gipson 



Louis M. Hachr: 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ORIGINS 
OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

In The Triumph of American Capitalism (1940), the best known of 
his many books and articles, Louis M. Hacker sets forth an economic 
interpretation of American history. His chapters on the American 
Revolution, parts of which are here reprinted, stress the importance 
of economic interests and interest groups in the events that led to the 
outbreak of hostilities in April of 1775. Professor Hacker teaches 
economics at Columbia University. 


I. The Pressubes on Colonial in the subsidiary activities of land 

Mercantile Capitalism speculation and the fur trade. 

The northern colonies were less for- 
1. COLONIAL commerce. In a functioning tunately placed. The northern colonies 
imperial economy, the capitalist relation- directly produced little of those staples 
ships between mother country and colo- necessary to the maintenance of the Eng¬ 
ines as a rule lead to a colonial unfavor- Hsh economy: the grains, provisions, and 
able balance of payments. The colonies work animals of New England, New 
buy the goods and services of the mother York, and Pennsylvania could not be 
country and are encouraged to develop permitted to enter England lest they dis- 
those raw materials the home capitalists organize the home commercial agricul- 
require. In this they are aided by the tural industry; and the fishing catches of 
investment of the mother country’s bal- the New England fishing fleets competed 
ances and by new capital. Thus, in the with the English fishery industry operat- 
southern colonies, tobacco largely was ing in the North Sea and oflE the New- 
being produced to furnish returns for the foundland banks. The northern colonies, 
English goods and services the planta- of course, were a source for lumber, 
tion lords required; but, because the naval stores, furs, whale products, and 
exchange left England with a favorable iron, and these England sorely needed 
balance, by the 1770 s its capitalists had to maintain her independence of Euro- 
more than £,4,000,000 invested in south- pean suppHes. By bounties, the relaxing 
em planting operations. To meet the of trade restrictions, and the granting of 
charges on this debt, southern planters favored positions in the home market, 
were compelled constantly to expand England sought to encourage these in- 
their agricultural operations and to en- dustries, partly because it required these 

From The Triumph of American Capitalism by Louis M. Hacker, pp. 145-170. Copyright 1940 by 
Simon and Schuster, Inc# Reprinted by permission of the publishers. 
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staples and partly to divert northern cap¬ 
ital from expanding further into ship¬ 
building, shipping, and manufacturing. 
But the policy yielded no really success¬ 
ful results. The advance of population 
into frontier zones cut down the field of 
operations of the fur trade. The north¬ 
ern merchants found more profitable 
outlets for their lumber in the West 
Indian sugar islands and in the Spanish 
and Portuguese wine islands off the 
African and European coasts. Although 
the production of crude iron received a 
stimulus due to English encouragement, 
most of the pigs and bars came to be 
absorbed in the colonies themselves so 
that the e^ort of iron to England was 
disappointing; while the production of 
naval stores, despite a consistent pro¬ 
gram of bounties launched upon by Eng¬ 
land as early as 1705, never took hold in 
the northern colonies and therefore the 
plan of the Board of Trade to keep 
northern mercantile capitalism entirely 
dependent upon England completely 
failed. 

The northern colonies, therefore, pro¬ 
duced little for direct export to England 
to permit them to pay their balances; for 
balances there were to be paid despite 
the household manufacturing of textiles 
and the fabrication of iron goods. They 
were buying increasing quantities of 
English drygoods, hardware, notions, 
and house furmshings, and were thus 
heavy debtors on visible account (and 
even on invisible items, although they 
were using their own services of ship¬ 
ping, commercial exchanges, and the 
^e) in the direct trade. Also - and this 
is^ an economic factor of the utmost sig¬ 
nificance the northern colonies never, 
to any appreciable extent, presented im¬ 
portant opportunities for English capital 
investment.... The English capital stake 
was largely in the South: only to a very 


slight degree was any of it to be found 
in the North. The result was the impera¬ 
tive necessity for the northern colonies 
to develop returns in order to obtain 
specie and bills of exchange with which 
to balance payments in England. 

The most important of these was trade 
(and the subsidiary industries growing 
out of trade) with areas outside of Eng¬ 
land. Northern merchants and ship¬ 
owners opened up regular markets in 
Newfoundland and Nova Scotia for their 
fishing tackle, salt, provisions, and rum. 
They established a constant and ever¬ 
growing commercial intercourse with the 
wine islands from which they bought 
their light and fortified wines direct 
instead of by way of England and to 
which they sold barrel staves, foodstuffs, 
and live animals. They sold fish to Spain, 
Portugal and Italy. Their ports to a 
measurable extent during the eighteenth 
century (and in this way they competed 
directly with the English shipping fleets 
plying between England and the south¬ 
ern colonies) acted as entrepots for the 
transshipment of southern staples-to¬ 
bacco, hardwoods and dyewoods, indigo 
— to England and of rice to southern 
Europe. 

'Ihe trade with the West Indian sugar 
islands — as well as the traffic in Negro 
slaves and the manufacture of rum, 
which grew out of it-became the 
cornerstone of the northern colonies 
capitalist economy. Northern merchants, 
loading their small swift ships with all 
those necessaries the sugar planters of 
the West Indies were economically un¬ 
able to produce — work animals for their 
mills; lumber for houses and outbuild¬ 
ings; staves, heads, and hoops for bar¬ 
rels; flour and salted provisions for their 
tables; and low-grade fish for their slaves 
~ :^de regular runs from Salem, Boston, 
Bristol, Newport, New York, and Phila- 
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delphia originally to tihe British islands 
of Barbados, the Leeward Islands, and 
Jamaica, and then increasingly to the 
French, Spanish, Dutch, and Danish 
islands and settlements dotting the 
Caribbean. Here they acquired in return 
specie for the payment of their English 
balances, indigo, cotton, ginger, allspice, 
and dyewoods for transshipment to Eng¬ 
land, and, above all, sugar and molasses 
for conversion into rum in the distilleries 
of Massachusetts and Rhode Island. It 
was this wondrous alcoholic beverage 
that served as the basis of the intercourse 
between the northern colonies and the 
African coast: and in return the northern 
traders picked up ivory, gums, and bees¬ 
wax and, most important of all, Negro 
slaves which were again carried to the 
sugar islands on that famous Middle 
Passage to furnish the labor supply with¬ 
out which the sugar-plantation economy 
could not survive. 

The freights, commissions, and profits 
earned as a result of the successful con¬ 
duct of trading enterprise thus furnished 
important sources of return through 
which northern merchant capitalists 
obtained specie and foreign biUs of ex¬ 
change with which to pay English bal¬ 
ances. Shipbuilding with New England 
and, later, Philadelphia as the leading 
centers, was another source. Northern 
ships were sold for use in the intercolo¬ 
nial trade and in the local trade of the 
West Indies and the wine islands; also 
ships were frequently sold in England 
and southern Europe after the comple¬ 
tion of voyages. Still another source of 
return was the colonial fisheries. North¬ 
ern fishermen, operating in fishing craft 
and whalers owned by colonial merchant 
capitahsts, fished and hunted the waters 
off the New England coast and increas- 
ingly penetrated northward into the 
Newfoundland banks. 


Apparently, however, despite the com¬ 
plexity of all this activity still other 
means of obtaining remittances and find¬ 
ing outlets for northern mercantile capi¬ 
talist accumulations had to be developed. 
For those already mentioned were not 
enough with which to pay aU the English 
biUs and to absorb aU the mounting 
funds of the Amorys, Faneuils, and Han¬ 
cocks of Boston, the Whartons, Willings, 
and Morrises of Philadelphia, the Living¬ 
stons and Lows of New York, the Wan¬ 
tons and Lopezes of Newport, and the 
Browns of Providence. In three illegal 
forms of enterprise — piracy, smuggling 
generally, and particularly the illicit 
sugar and molasses trade with the for¬ 
eign West Indian islands — northern 
merchants found opportunities for the 
necessary expansion. 

It is not generally appreciated to what 
extent piracy —at least up to the end 
of the seventeenth century — played a 
significant role in maintaining the mer¬ 
cantile capitahsm of the northern colo¬ 
nies. English and colonial pirates, fitted 
out in the ports of Boston, Newport, New 
York, and Philadelphia and backed finan¬ 
cially by reputable merchants, preyed on 
the Spanish fleets of the Caribbean and 
even boldly fared out into the Red Sea 
and the Indian Ocean to terrorize ships 
engaged in the East Indies trade; and 
widi their ships heavily laden with plate, 
drygoods, and spices, they put back into 
colonial ports where they sold their loot 
and divided their profits with the mer¬ 
chants who had financed them. It is im¬ 
possible, of course, to estimate the size 
of this traflSc; that it was great every 
evidence indicates. Curtis P. Nettels, in 
his outstanding monograph The Money 
Supply of the American Colonies Before 
1720, cites reports that single pirate ships 
frequently brought in cargoes valued at 
between £50,000 and £200,000; that 
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New York province alone obtained 
£-100,000 in treasure yearly from the 
illicit trafiBc; and that the greater supply 
of specie in the colonies before 1700 
than after (after that date England be¬ 
gan its successful war of extermination 
against the seafaring marauders) un¬ 
doubtedly was due to the open support 
of piratical expeditions and the gains 
obtained thereby by some of the wisest 
mercantile heads in the northern towns. 

Smuggling also contributed its share 
to swell the remittances the northern 
merchants so badly needed. Smuggling 
traffic could be carried on in a number 
of directions. In the first place, there 
was the illegal direct intercourse be¬ 
tween the colonies and European coun¬ 
tries^ in the expanding list of “enumer¬ 
ated” articles. And in the second place, 
ships on the homebound voyages from 
Europe or from the West Indies brought 
large supplies of drygoods, siUc, cocoa, 
and brandies into the American colonies 
without having declared them at English 
ports and paid the duties. Most impor¬ 
tant of all, of course, was the trade with 
the foreign West Indian sugar islands 
which was rendered illegal, after 1733, 
as a result of the imposition by the Mo¬ 
lasses Act of prohibitive duties on the 
importation into the colonies of foreign 
sugar, molasses, and rum. It is impera¬ 
tive that somediing he said of the pro¬ 
ductive system and the social and eco¬ 
nomic relations prevaihng in the sugar 
islands, for just as the western lands con- 
^btuted the Achilles heel of southern 
planter capitalism so the trade with the 
sugar islands — and notably that with 
the foreign islands — was the highly 
vulnerable point of northern mercantile 
capitalism. When England, beginning 
with 1763, struck at these two vital and 
exposed centers, it immediately threat¬ 


ened the very existence of free colonial 
enterprise. 

2. THE WEST INDIAN TRADE. By the Open¬ 
ing of the second third of the eighteenth 
century, the English sugar planters of 
the West Indies were beginning to find 
themselves hard pressed in the great 
colonial sugar market, by the steadily 
growing competition of the foreign sugar 
planters in the islands and settlements 
owned by the French, Spanish, Dutch, 
and Danes. The British sugar planters 
occupied a unique position in the impe¬ 
rial-colonial sphere. Favored from the 
very beginning by the tender solicitude 
of English imperial officialdom, sup¬ 
ported in all their extravagant demands 
for protection by the great English mer- 
chant-capitahst interest allied with and 
dependent upon them, in time repre¬ 
sented in Parliament itself by what today 
we would call a sugar bloc, the planta¬ 
tion lords of Barbados, the Leeward 
Islands, and Jamaica exerted an influence 
on British colonial policy that, in the 
words of Professor Andrews, “was prob¬ 
ably greater than even that of politics, 
war, and religion.” The reasons for this 
are not difficult to find. Sugar, even 
more than tobacco, was the great oversea 
staple of the eighteenth-century world. 

It was a household necessary, it ha6 a 
constant and growing market every¬ 
where in western Europe, it was the 
basis for the flourishing of a ramified 
English commercial industry made up of 
c^ers, commission men, factors, finan¬ 
ciers, processors, and distributors. Also, 
sugar was converted into molasses which 
in turn was distilled into rum; and it was 
rum that was the very heart of the un¬ 
holy slave traffic and the unsavory Indian 
trade. Small wonder, therefore, that 
sugar cultivation attracted at once the 
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concentrated attention of English mer¬ 
cantile capitalism: and by the time Adam 
Smith was writing English capitalism had 
succeeded in building up in the islands 
plantations with a capital worth of fully 
£60,000,000— a gigantic sum even in 
our modem imperiahst age. Of this 
amount at least half continued to remain 
the stake of home English investors in 
long-term (land titles and mortgages) 
and short-term investments. When it is 
recalled that in the whole of the North 
American continental colonies the Eng¬ 
lish capitalist stake at most was only one 
sixth as great, the reason for the favoring 
of the sugar colonies as against the north¬ 
ern commercial colonies, after 1763, is 
revealed in a single flluminating flash. 

By the second third of the eighteenth 
century it was everywhere being admit¬ 
ted that the English sugar-planting econ¬ 
omy was being uneconomically operated. 
Plantations were large and were worked 
by inefficient slave labor and primitive 
methods. Affairs of business were in the 
hands of paid clerks. No attention was 
paid to the restoration of the soils fer- 
tihty. The single crop was planted year 
in and year out without thought to the 
state of the market and mounting operat¬ 
ing costs. The whole system was 
stripped of its productive capital to sus¬ 
tain in idleness and luxury an absentee 
owning class. It was the dream of every 
British West Indian to flee from his trop¬ 
ical estate and settle in England, where 
he could buy a country property and a 
seat in Parliament and play the English 
country gentleman. This was generally 
realized: by the early 1770’s more than 
seventy plantation lords sat for country 
boroughs in the English Parliament and 
were therefore in a position to fight sav¬ 
agely aU efforts at survival on the part of 
northern colonial mercantile capitalism. 


This was all very well as long as noth- 
ing appeared to endanger the sugar 
monopoly of the English planters. But 
with the third decade of the eighteenth 
century, following the establishment of 
peace, such rivals appeared in the shape 
of foreign planters, notably the French; 
and the British planting interest was 
being threatened. The foreign planters 
clearly were at an advantage: their lands 
were newer and therefore more produc¬ 
tive; ownership operation, on the basis 
of small holdings, was the rule, with 
therefore more efficient methods and 
lower operating and capital costs; they 
practiced diversification, and the coffee 
crop of some of the islands often ex¬ 
ceeded the sugar crop. These factors, 
growing out of their superior economy, 
permitted the French and other foreign 
sugar planters to undersell the British. 
There were other reasons, imphcit in 
the English mercantilist scheme, which 
strengthened further their command of 
the market: British sugar was compelled 
to pay a heavy export tax (4?4 per cent) 
at the island ports; also, it was an ‘‘enu¬ 
merated’’ commodity and could be sold 
only to England or its colonies; on the 
other hand, foreign sugar was free of 
imposts and enjoyed lower marketing 
costs because it reached oversea markets 
directly. 

All ibis Englishmen and colonials saw. 
Adam Smith referred to the “superiority” 
of the French planters; while John Dick¬ 
inson spoke of the British in the follow¬ 
ing slurring terms: “By a very singular 
disposition of affairs, the colonies of an 
absolute monarchy [France] are settled 
on a republican principle; while those of 
a kingdom in many respects resembling 
a commonwealth [England] are can¬ 
toned out among a few lords vested with 
despotic power over myriads of vassals 
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aiici smppmttd ia the pomp of Baggas by 

tlieir slavery."" 

Ill .ifiort, foreign sugar and molasses 

loultl lie had for 25 to 40 per cent 
it is not hard to see, therefore, 

liy norfliem colonial ship captains 
boijglif more and more of their sugar at 
the foreign islands. They found it pos¬ 
sible also to develop new markets here 
for their ioiir, provisions, lumber, work 
ariirnals, and isi, thus obtaining another 
source from which specie and bills of 
exchange could be derived. So great had 
traffic k^come by the 1720 s that the 
f^ritssli planter interest took alarm and 
!>egaa to appeal to Parliament for succor. 
In 17T3 Parliament yielded to pressure 
and passed the Molasses Act, which 
sought fo outlaw the colonial-foreign 
island trade by placing prohibitive im¬ 
port datlt*s on sugar, molasses, and rum. 
But the act did not hav^ the desired ef¬ 
fect kcaiise it could not be adequately 
eafcrced: the British customs machinery 
ill the colonies was xveak and venal and 
the naval patrols that could be allocated 
to this duty were inadequate because 
England, from 1740, engaged in foreign 
wars almost continuously for twenty 
}xws. Within these twenty years the 
illicit intercourse with the foreign West 
Indies took on such great proportions 
that It virtually became the foun^dation 
of northern colonial mercantile capital¬ 
ism. By the late 17KI s, when the traffic 
was at its height, at least 11,500 hogs¬ 
heads of molasses reached Rhode Island 
annually from the foreign islands, as 
against 2m from the British; in Massa¬ 
chusetts the ratio was 14,500 to 500. In 
Massachusetts alone there were some 
axty-three distilleries by 1750 and per¬ 
haps half that number existed in Rhode 
Island: the manufacture of rum un¬ 
doubtedly was the most important sinde 
ndustrial enteiprise existing in New 


England in the second quarter of the 
eighteenth century. Rum was a magical 
as weU as a heady distillation: its fluid 
stream reached far Guinea, distant New¬ 
foundland, remote Indian trading posts; 
and it joined slaves, gold-dust, the 
mackerel and cod, and peltries with the 
fortunes of the New England trading 
enterprisers. 

Peter Faneuil, regular church attend¬ 
ant, kindly, charitably disposed bachelor, 
was one of the greatest of these. He 
traded all over the world, paying English 
duties on his cargoes when he had to, 
avoiding them when he could. He was 
interested, of course, in rum and slaves. 
The distinguished historian of New Eng¬ 
land, Weeden, speaks in the following 
bitter terms of one of Faneuil s ships, the 
Jolly Bachelor: "Did Peter slap his fair 
round beUy and chuckle when he named 
the snow Jolly Bachelor? - or was it the 
sad irony of fate that the craft deliber¬ 
ately destined to be packed with human 
pains and to echo with human groans 
should in its very name bear the fan¬ 
tastic image of the luxury-loving chief 
owner? If these be the sources of profit 
and property, where is the liberty of 
Faneuil Hall, where the charity of good 
Peters almsF ^ 

It is not to be wondered, therefore 
t^t British planters kept up a constant 
clamor for the enforcement of the laws 
and the total stoppage of the foreign 
island trade. In this they were joined by 
me merchants and manufacturers whose 
fortimes were linked with theirs, and the 
bankers and rentiers wbo saw their great 
capital investment in the British islands 
toeatened with destruction unless the 
British West Indians once more obtained 
a monopoly of the production of sugar 
and molasses. The northern cotoal 
merchant capitalists were the foes of 
British prosperity. The veiy reasonable 
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exposition of the situation coming from 
Rhode Island’s governor attracted no 
sympathy; apparently, it was to be the 
British West Indies or the northern colo¬ 
nies, and the stake involved in the for¬ 
mer, as far as England was concerned, 
was far, far greater. 

Wrote Governor Stephen Hopkins to 
England: 

By the best computation I have seen, the 
quantity of flour made in these colonies 
yearly is such, that after all the Enghsh 
inhabitants, as well of the continent as of 
the islands, are fully supplied, with as much 
as they can consume with the year, there 
remains a surplusage of at least one hundred 
thousand barrels. The quantity of beef and 
pork remaining after the Enghsh are in like 
manner supphed is very large. The fish, not 
fit for the European market, and the lumber 
produced in the northern colonies, so much 
exceed the market found for them in the 
Enghsh West Indies, that a vast surplusage 
remains that cannot be used. . . . From the 
money and goods produced by the sale of 
the surplusages, with many others of less 
consequence, sold by one means or other to 
the Spaniards, French, and Dutch in Amer¬ 
ica, the merchants of those northern colonies 
are principally enabled to make their remit¬ 
tances to the mother country for the British 
manufactures consumed in them. . . . 

Supposing this intercourse of the colonies 
with the Spanish, French, and Dutch en¬ 
tirely stopped, the persons concerned in pro¬ 
ducing the surplusages will of course change 
the manner of their industry, and improve¬ 
ment and, compelled by necessity, must set 
about making those things they cannot live 
without, and now rendered unable to pur¬ 
chase from their mother country [i.e., manu¬ 
factures]. 

When, during the Seven Years’ War, 
the colonial "Smuggling Interest” ex¬ 
tended the bounds of its activities and 
openly set about supplying the French 


enemy of the mother country with provi¬ 
sions, lumber, drygoods, and the like, 
British sugar planters in Parliament, con¬ 
fronted by bankruptcy, found ready 
allies in outraged patriotic statesmen. 
Then it was that Pitt, deeply angered by 
knowledge of the open sale by colonial 
officials of commissions for flags of truce 
and the winking at the whole illegal 
practice by vice-admiralty courts, bit¬ 
terly wrote to America that it was "an 
illegal and most pernicious trade ... by 
which the enemy is, to the greatest 
reproach and detriment of government, 
supplied with provisions and other nec¬ 
essaries, whereby they are principally, if 
not alone, enabled to sustain and pro¬ 
tract this long and expensive war.” The 
process of repression began in 1760 with 
the stricter enforcement of the Acts of 
Trade and Navigation; from then on, 
particularly after the last imperial rival, 
France, had been disposed of and the 
coxmtry at last was at peace, the screws 
came to be applied tighter and tighter. 
Soon, northern merchant capitalists, 
aware that every avenue of continued 
activity was being blocked to them, 
moved into the colonial revolutionary 
host. 

3. THE CONTROL OF THE COLONIAL CUR¬ 
RENCY. At Still another point the Mer¬ 
cantile System brought an unendurable 
pressure: this was in its control of the 
colonial currency. The colonies, it has 
been poiated out, foimd themselves con¬ 
stantly in a debtor status within the im¬ 
perial colonial relations; and their phght 
was accentuated by the insistence upon 
the payment of colonial balances in 
specie and the absence of easy credit 
facilities. It has also been indicated how 
illegal activities — piracy, smuggling, 
trade with the foreign sugar islands — 
were compulsory precisely because of 
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these mirelaxing pressures. The heavy 
burden of debts, therefore, the paucity 
of specie, and the absence of commercial 
banking made all the colonies steadily 
preoccupy themselves with the money 
question. EfForts to debase the currency, 
on the part of the colonies and, contrari¬ 
wise, efforts to maintain it at a high 
value, on the part of England, were 
symptomatic of the disharmony that 
existed within the mercantile framework. 
When, in 1764, all the devices at the 
service of the Board of Trade having 
failed, Parhament passed its act (the so- 
called Currency Act) outlawing the use 
of legal-tender paper money in aU the 
colonies, it was apparent that the crisis 
had been reached: whether it meant uni¬ 
versal breakdown for the colonial eco¬ 
nomic life or not, England was going to 
insist that debts be paid in poxmds ster¬ 
ling in order to protect English mercan¬ 
tile capitalism. 

The colonies resorted to innmnerable 
means to expand their available money 
They employed commodity 
money, the assemblies fixing the valuej 
but Parliament warned the colonists that 
they could not impair contracts by fixing 
rates for commodities contrary to those 
stipulated in agreements. They tried to 
mint their own money; but in 1684 colo¬ 
nial mints were forbidden. They sought 
to place embargoes on the exportation of 
coin; but beginning with 1697 the Privy 
Council regularly disallowed such laws. 
They tried, by statute, to raise the legal 
value of foreign coins in circulation, 
particularly the Spanish pieces of eight- 
such acts in Maryland and Virginia (and 
in Barbados and Jamaica) were dis¬ 
allowed. And when, as a result, the 
tobacco and sugar colonies were drained 
entirely of coin, in 1704 Parliament pro¬ 
ceeded to fix a uniform value for pieces 
of eight in aU the plantations and in 1708 


prescribed prison sentences for those 
failing to observe the regulations. 

Beginning as early as 1690, in Massa¬ 
chusetts, the colonies turned to the 
emission of paper money. This currency 
started out by being short-term bills of 
credit issued in anticipation of taxes 
(and therefore retirable at fixed dates 
after the taxes had been collected) and 
to be employed only for public pmposes. 
The enactments specifically declared 
that the bills were not to be held as law¬ 
fully current money and could be sub¬ 
mitted only in payment of public obliga¬ 
tions. Within the first third of the eight¬ 
eenth century, aU of New England, as 
well as New York, New Jersey, the two 
Carolinas, Pennsylvania, and Maryland 
had emitted such bffls. It was an inevi¬ 
table coroUary that the bills of credit 
next be declared legal tender not only 
for public but for all private transac¬ 
tions: the intention was a sorely needed 
currency expansion, to be prusued by 
the road of a paper inflation. The steps 
by which the various colonies sought to 
attain this end may be briefly indicated. 
Some tried to issue bills based not only 
on tax anticipations but on private Ifmd 
seciuities (utilizing the agency of public 
and private mortgage banks). Some 
pushed the dates of collection of taxes on 
which the bills were based so far ahead 
that the issues virtually became perma¬ 
nent paper currency. Some failed to pro¬ 
vide adequate taxes from which bills 
were to be redeemed. And some colo¬ 
nies openly embarked on a course of 
repudiation, merely reissuing bills when 
the dates set for cancellation had arrived. 
Also, steps were taken to compel the 
acceptance of these bills as legal tender 
by fixing penalties to be imposed on 
those individuals refusing to honor thpim 
in private transactions. 

The establishment of so-called public 
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banks, which really were agencies for 
the issuance of notes against die security 
of land mortgages, was particularly com¬ 
mon. The first such provincial institu¬ 
tion was set up in South Carolina, and 
before 1750 every colony except Georgia 
bad followed its example. Massachusetts 
went a step further when it permitted a 
group of private individuals to organize 
^ ^band and Manufactures Bank” in 
1740. This society, capitalized at £150,- 
OOO, was to accept land as security for its 
stock and against this real estate it was 
t:o print notes to be used for lending pur¬ 
poses. Stockholders were to pay 8 per 
eent interest for the privilege of putting 
irp their land as security, to be paid 
either in bills of the company or in non- 
perishable raw materials or rough manu¬ 
factures (hence the use of the term ‘man¬ 
ufactures” in the title); also, every year 
S per cent of the principle of the sub¬ 
scription was to be amortized in the 
same way. Loans, too, could be paid off 
in bills or in the same commodities. The 
purpose, here, obviously, was the expan¬ 
sion of credit through the utilization of 
uonperishable commodities as a base for 
ourrency issue; and within the single 
y^ear of its operation the bank succeeded 
in lending out and therefore issuing notes 
to the extent of £40,000. But Parliament 
insisted upon regarding the bank as a 
dangerous speculative enterprise and de¬ 
scended on it at once; it extended to it 
the terms of the Bubble Act of 1720 and 
the bank was outlawed with the ensuing 
min of many of its backers, the father of 
Samuel Adams among them. 

A notion of the mounting size of the 
paper currency in circulation may be 
gained from the experiences of Massa¬ 
chusetts. When this province emitted its 
Ixst biUs in 1690, it was ordered that the 
issues should not exceed £40,000; by 
LT50, however, some £4,630,000 in biUs 


had been released, of which fully half 
still remained outstanding. Depreciation 
was inevitable. In Massachusetts the 
value of sterling to paper money reached 
a maximum ratio of 11 to 1; in Connecti¬ 
cut it was 8 to 1; in New Hampshire it 
got to 24 to 1, and by 1771 sterling had 
vanished altogether; in Rhode Island it 
was 26 to 1; in North Carolina it was 
10 to 1; in South Carolina it was 7 to 1. 
Only in New York and Pennsylvania was 
there some eflFort made to check the 
downward career of the bills, the depre¬ 
ciation here never reaching more dian 
25 per cent. 

It was the steadfast English policy to 
maintain a sound (that is to say, a con¬ 
tracted) currency in the colonies; and 
provincial acts were closely scmtinized 
from this point of view. Acts were dis- 
aUowed and instructions issued, as af¬ 
fecting the bills of credit, therefore, on 
the basis of the foUowing general prin¬ 
ciples: that the amount of bills to be 
issued was to be limited to the minimum 
requirements necessary for the legitimate 
needs of the colonies; that there be cre¬ 
ated adequate provisions for refunding; 
that the term of issues be fixed and no 
reissues be permitted; and that the bills 
could not be made legal tender for the 
payment of private debts. Finally, when 
these methods seemed to be without 
avail. Parliament intervened. It has al¬ 
ready been pointed out with what swift¬ 
ness Parliament acted in the case of the 
Massachusetts land bank. A decade 
later, in 1751, an act was passed forbid¬ 
ding the New England colonies to make 
any further issues of legal-tender bills of 
credit or bank notes; the only exceptions 
permitted were in the cases of issues to 
cover current expenses and to finance 
war costs. And in 1764 the Currency 
Act extended the prohibition to include 
all the colonies, even rescmding the ex- 


10 


THE CAUSES OF THE AMEKICAN REVOLUTION 


ception in the case of military financing; 
further, provision was to be made for the 
retirement of all outstanding bills. The 
currency immediately began to contract 
until by 1774 there was not much more 
than ^2,400,000 in the colonies avail¬ 
able for exchange and for financing the 
credit operations of colonial enterprise. 
John Dickinson was scarcely exaggerat¬ 
ing the plight of colonial mercantile 
capitalism when in 1765 he wrote: 

Trade is decaying and all credit is expir¬ 
ing. Money is becoming so extremely scarce 
that reputable freeholders find it impossible 
to pay debts which are trifling in comparison 
to their estates. If creditors sue, and take 
out executions, the lands and personal es¬ 
tates, as the sale must be for ready money, 
are sold for a small part of what they were 
worth when the debts were contracted. The 
debtors are ruined. The creditors get back 
but part of their debt and that ruins them. 
Thus the consumers break the shopkeepers; 
they break the merchants; and the shock 
must be felt as far as London. 

II. The Revolutionary Crisis 

1. ENGLAND HGHTENS THE SCREWS. Such 
was the pattern of imperial-colonial rela¬ 
tions which makes the events of 1763-75 
intelligible. Not human stupidity, not 
dreams of new splendor for the empire, 
not a growing dissimilarity of psycho¬ 
logical attitudes, but economic break¬ 
down in the Mercantile System: the 
inability of both English mercantile 
capitalism and colonial mercantile and 
planter capitalism to operate within a 
contracting sphere in which clashes of 
interest were becoming sharper and 
sharper: this was the basic reason for the 
onset of crisis and the outbreak of revo¬ 
lutionary struggle. The mother country 
had bound the colonies to itself in an 
economic vassalage: opportunities for 


colonial enterprise were possible only in 
commercial agriculture (supported by 
land speculation) and in trade. But 
when the expanding commercial activi¬ 
ties of northern merchant capitalists 
came into conflict with the great capital¬ 
ist interest of British West Indian sugar 
and the related merchant and banking 
groups dependent upon it; when the 
southern tobacco and rice planters, in 
their role of land speculators, collided 
with English land speculators and the 
mighty fur interest; and when the colo¬ 
nial need to move into manufacturing 
and to develop adequate credit facilities 
for its growing enterprises threatened 
the very existence of English mercantile 
capitalism in aU its ramifications: then 
repression, coercion, even the violence of 
economic extinction (as in the case of 
the Boston Port Bill) had to follow. 
There could be no accommodation pos¬ 
sible when English statesmen were com¬ 
pelled to choose between supporting 
English mercantile capitalism and sup¬ 
porting colonial mercantile and planter 
capitalism. 

As Curtis P. Nettels has so justly in¬ 
sisted, American scholars for more than 
a generation have been led astray by 
George Louis Beer s erroneous interpre¬ 
tation of the motives that prompted Pitt 
in 1763 to demand Canada instead of 
the sugar islands, Guadeloupe and Mar¬ 
tinique, from vanquished France. The 
Beer argument runs as follows. 

Pitt had great visions of empire; this 
dream and the imperial policies that 
stemmed from it prepared the way for 
conflict between colonies and mother 
country. For a mighty western empire, 
based as yet on a wilderness, demanded 
the formulation of a wise program with 
regard to the Indian problem — hence 
the shutting ofiF of the lands beyond the 
crest of the Alleghenies to further settle- 
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merit and the checks placed on the 
exploitation of the Indians by colonial 
traders. It demanded a system of de¬ 
fense — hence the dispatching of a Brit¬ 
ish army to the colonies and provisions 
for its quartering and maintenance. It 
demanded a revenue — hence all those 
methods used by a hard-pressed home 
government to develop new sources of 
financing. Thus the chain of circum¬ 
stances was complete; it had to snap at 
its weakest hnk —the raising of funds 
through tax measures among a liberty- 
loving and individualistic colonial people 
which too long had been permitted to 
go its own way. So Mr. Beer, and after 
him virtually every American colonial 
scholar. 

The events of 1763-75 can have no 
meaning unless we understand that the 
character of English imperial policy 
never really changed: that Pitt and his 
successors at Whitehall were following 
exactly the same line that Cromwell had 
laid down more than a century before. 
The purpose of their general program 
was to protect the English capitalist 
interests which now were being jeopard¬ 
ized as a result of the intensification of 
colonial capitahst competition, and Eng¬ 
lish statesmen yielded quickly when no 
fundamental principle was at stake but 
became insistent only when one was 
being threatened. If in the raising of a 
colonial revenue lay the heart of the diflGi- 
culty, how are we to account for the 
quick repeal of the Stamp Tax and the 
Townshend Acts and the lowering of 
the molasses duty? And, on the other 
hand, how are we to account for the tight¬ 
ening of enforcement of the Acts of Trade 
and Navigation at a dozen and one differ¬ 
ent points, the passage of the Currency 
Act, the placing of iron on the "enumer¬ 
ated’^ hst, English seizure of control of 
the wine trade, and the attempt to give 


the East India Company a monopoly over 
the colonial tea business? The struggle 
was not over high-sounding political and 
constitutional concepts: over the power 
of taxation or even, in the final analysis, 
over natural rights. It was over colonial 
manufacturing, wild lands and furs, 
sugar, wine, tea, and currency, all of 
which meant, simply, the survival or col¬ 
lapse of English mercantile capitalism 
within the imperial-colonial framework 
of the mercantilist system. 

2. THE ACTS OF TRADE RIGOROUSLY EN¬ 
FORCED. Even before Pitt gave up the 
French sugar islands in 1763 because of 
the insistence of the British sugar inter¬ 
est in Parliament, he had already moved 
to protect the same monopoly group 
through his orders to the navy to stamp 
out colonial smugglers operating in the 
illicit foreign West Indian trade. The 
colonial courts were directed to issue 
and recognize the doubtfully legal writs 
of assistance (general search warrants), 
as early as 1761. Two years later, the 
peacetime navy was converted into a 
patrol fleet with powers of search even 
on the high seas. In the same year, 
absentee oflScials in the customs service 
were ordered to their colonial posts. A 
vice-admiralty comt was set up for all 
America in 1764 and the number of local 
admiralty courts (sitting without juries) 
was increased. In 1768 a new board of 
five customs commissioners, resident in 
America, was created. Statutes, orders, 
instructions — every conceivable weapon 
was employed to iDreak up a traffic and 
therefore to weaken a group so danger¬ 
ous to English capitalist interests. Spy¬ 
ing was encouraged by offers to share 
with informers the sequestered cargoes. 
Customs officials were protected from 
damage suits for unwarranted seizures 
when they were declared nonhable per- 
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sonally and when the burden of proof 
was placed on the owners of vessels and 
goods. The stricter registration and in¬ 
spection of vessels were ordered. To 
protect informers and make possible the 
easier obtaining of verdicts, it was pro¬ 
vided that suits for the seizure of cargoes 
might be tried directly in the vice¬ 
admiralty court and that revenue cases 
might be heard in the admiralty instead 
of the local courts. And further to free 
the courts from local pressure, the pay¬ 
ment of the judges’ salaries was to be 
made out of caistoms revenues. 

The revenue acts of 1764 and later 
were used as a screen to conceal the 
work of compressing the economy of 
colonial mercantile capitalism within 
even narrower limits and reducing it to 
an even more dependent status. The Act 
of 1764 and the Stamp Act of 1765 called 
for the payment of duties and taxes in 
specie, thus further draining the colonies 
of currency and contracting the credit 
base. To divert colonial capital into raw 
materials, the first measure increased the 
hounties paid for the colonial production 
of hemp and flax, placed high duties on 
the colonial importation of foreign in¬ 
digo, and removed the English import 
duties on colonial whale fins. To cripple 
the trade with the foreign West Indies 
a high duty was fixed on refined sugar 
and the importation of foreign rum was 
forbidden altogether. Lumber was put 
on the “enumerated” list. To give Eng¬ 
lish manufacturers a firmer grip on their 
raw materials, hides and sldns (needed 
for the boot and shoe industry), pig and 
bar iron (needed in the wrought-iron 
industry), and potash and pearl ashes 
(used for bleaching cloth and soapmak- 
ing) were placed on the “enumerated” 
list. To maintain the English monopoly 
of the colonial finished-goods market in 
1764 certain kinds of French and oriental 


drygoods were taxed for the first time at 
the point of entry; in 1765, the importa¬ 
tion of foreign silk stockings, gloves, and 
mitts was altogether forbidden; also the 
drawbacks of duties paid on foreign 
goods landed in England and re-exported 
to the colonies were rescinded. To ex¬ 
tend the market of English merchants in 
Europe, in 1766 Parliament ordered that 
all remaining “nonenumerated” articles 
(largely flour, provisions, and fish) 
bound for European ports north of Cape 
Finisterre be landed first in England. 
And to weaken further colonial commer¬ 
cial activity, in 1764 high duties were 
placed on wines from the wine islands 
and wine, fruits, and oil from Spain and 
Portugal brought directly to America (in 
American ships, as a rule), while such 
articles brought over from England were 
to pay only nominal duties. 

As has been said, the revenue features 
of these acts were quickly abandoned; 
the Stamp Act was repealed; and in 
1770, three years after their passage, the 
Townshend duties on paper, paint, and 
glass were lifted. Only the slight tax on 
tea remained and even this was light¬ 
ened in 1773 when the new Tea Act pro¬ 
vided for a full drawback of English 
import duties on British tea shipped to 
the American colonies. 

But it was exactly this new Tea Act 
which clearly revealed the intention of 
London: that not only was the economic 
vassalage of the American colonies to be 
continued but the interest of colonial 
enterprisers was to be subordinated to 
every British capitalist group that could 
gain the ear of Parliament. For, to save 
the East India Company from collapse, 
that influential organization was to be 
permitted to ship in its own vessels and 
dispose of, through its own merchandis¬ 
ing agencies, a surplus stock of 17,000,- 
000 poimds of tea in America, and in dds 
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way drive out of business those Ameri¬ 
cans who carried, imported, and sold 
into retail channels British tea (and 
indeed, foreign tea, for the British tea 
could be sold cheaper even than the 
smuggled Holland article). 

The merchants all over America were 
not slow to read the correct significance 
of this measure. Their spokesmen sound¬ 
ed the alarm. As Arthur M. Schlesinger 
has put it, pamphleteers set out to show 
"that the present project of the East 
India Company was the entering wedge 
for larger and more ambitious undertak¬ 
ings calculated to undermine the colo¬ 
nial mercantile world. Their opinion was 
based on the fact that, in addition to the 
article of tea, the East India Company 
imported into England vast quantities of 
silks, calicos and other fabrics, spices, 
drugs, and chinaware, all commodities 
of staple demand, and on their fear that 
the success of the present venture would 
result in an extension of the same prin¬ 
ciple to the sale of the other articles." 
The result would be, as a Philadelphia 
pamphleteer signing himself ‘‘A Me¬ 
chanic” warned: 

They will send their own factors and crea¬ 
tures, establish houses among us, ship us all 
other East India goods; and in order to full 
freight their ships, take in other kind of 
goods at under freight, or (more probably) 
ship them on their own accounts to their 
own factors, and imdersell our merchants, 
till they monopolize the whole trade. Thus 
our merchants are ruined, ship building 
ceases. They will then sell goods at any 
exorbitant price. Our artificers will be un¬ 
employed, and every tradesman will groan 
under dire oppression. 

3. THE CLOSING OFF OF THE WEST. The 
southern landlords did not escape. The 
Proclamation Line of 1763, for the pur¬ 
pose of setting up temporary govern¬ 


ments in the far western lands wrested 
from France after the Seven Years’ War, 
in effect shut off the whole area beyond 
the crest of the Appalachians to colonial 
fur traders and land dealers. By taking 
control of the region out of the hands of 
the colonial governors, putting it in 
charge of imperial agents, and ordering 
the abandonment of the settlements 
already planted, the British looked for¬ 
ward to the maintenance of a great 
Indian reservation in which the fur trade 
— in the interests of British concession¬ 
aires — would continue to flourish. A 
few years later these rigorous regulations 
were relaxed somewhat. But the designs 
of English land speculators on the area, 
the prohibition of free land grants, the 
ordering of land sales at auctions only, 
and the imposition of high quitrents 
hardly improved matters. 

By 1774 the final English land policy 
emerged: it meant no less than the com¬ 
plete exclusion of colonial capital from 
the newly gained western domain. In 
the words of Professor Nettels, this pro¬ 
gram 

closed to [colonial] speculators and settlers 
the territories north of the Ohio and south of 
Virginia, it opened only a small tract in 
western Virginia, it subjected all ungranted 
lands in the east to rigorous and hampering 
conditions of purchase and it deprived the 
landed colonies of their claims to the inte¬ 
rior. Even the Vandaha speculators had not 
gained approval for their project, and de¬ 
spite the powerful forces making for west¬ 
ward expansion in Virginia that colony was 
denied independent access to the West. The 
restrictive policy applied to the thirteen 
colonies did not mean, however, that British 
investors and speculators were being ig¬ 
nored. After 1763 the crown conferred nu¬ 
merous large tracts upon merchants, army 
ofiBcers, and wealthy landowners (all resi¬ 
dents of Britain), such tracts being located 
in Canada, Nova Scotia, Florida, and Prince 

wi ilufrr mmi 
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Edward Island — regions accessible to Brit¬ 
ish trade and not likely to produce com¬ 
modities that would compete with the prod¬ 
ucts of industries in which British investors 
had a large stake. By opening these areas 
Britain created speculative opportunities for 
her own investors while opposing the 
schemes of colonial promoters to develop 
the trans-Allegheny West. 

The fur trade was similarly monopo¬ 
lized in the interest of British capital. 
The English conquest of Canada had 
resulted in the ousting of French mer¬ 
chants at Montreal, who controlled this 
lucrative traffic in the North, and their 
replacement by the agents of British 
companies. By the Quebec Act of 1774, 
with an eye to diverting the movement 
of western peltries from Philadelphia 
and New York to Montreal, the British 
provided for the regulation of traders by 
the governor of the province of Quebec. 
The intention was simple: colonial deal¬ 
ers in furs were to be driven out of the 
area north of the Ohio just as colonial 
land speculators (often the same per¬ 
sons) were to be barred from exploiting 
the wild lands of the West. By such 
restrictive and arbitrary acts the south¬ 
ern large planters were lost to the Eng- 
Hsh cause. Their situation, aheady made 
perilous by the manipulation of the 
tobacco market in England and the pas¬ 
sage of the Currency Act of 1764, was 
now hopeless. 

Thus, colonial capitalists ~ whether 
planters, land speculators, fur dealers, or 
merchants — were converted from con¬ 
tented and loyal subjects into rebelhous 
enemies of the crown. Tea was destroyed 
in Boston harbor, turned back unloaded 
from New York and Philadelphia, and 
landed but not sold in Charleston, In 
1774 the First Continental Congress, to 
which came delegates from all the cdo- 
nies, met and wrote the Continental As¬ 


sociation, an embargo agreement, which 
was so successfully enforced that imports 
from England virtually disappeared in 
1775. 

4. THE RISING OF THE LOWER MIDDLE 
CLASSES. The discontents of planters and 
merchants were not enough, in them¬ 
selves, to hasten the releasing process. 
To be successful, assistance was required 
from the more numerous lower middle- 
class small farmers, traders, shopkeepers, 
artisans, and mechanics, and die work¬ 
ing-class seamen, fishermen, and labor¬ 
ers. This was not difficult: for the mate¬ 
rial well-being of the lower classes was 
tied to the successful enterprising of the 
upper. 

The colonies had enjoyed a period of 
unprecedented prosperity during the 
years of the war with Prance, ^e ex¬ 
panding market in the West Indies, the 
great expenditures of the British quarter¬ 
masters, the illegal and contraband trade 
with the enemy forces—all these had 
furnished steady employment for work¬ 
ers on the fleets and in the shipyards and 
ports as well as lucrative outlets for the 
produce of small farmers. But with the 
end of the war and the passage of the 
restrictive legislation of 1763 and after, 
depression had set in to last imtil 1770. 
Stringency and bankruptcy everywhere 
confronted the merchants and big farm¬ 
ers. At the same time, seamen and 
laborers were thrown out of work; small 
tradesmen were compelled to close their 
shops; and small farmers faced ruin be¬ 
cause of their expanded acreage, a dimin¬ 
ished market, and heavy fixed charges 
made particularly onerous as a result of 
currency contraction. Into the bargain, 
escape into the frontier zones — always 
the last refuge of the dispossessed - was 
shut oflF as a result of the Prodainatioii 
of 1763 and the land policy of 1774. The 
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lower middle classes and workers of the 
towns in almost all the colonies, begin¬ 
ning in 1765, organized themselves into 
secret societies called the “Sons of 
Liberty’^ and demonstrated and moved 
against the colonial agents of the crown. 
In these acts they were encouraged by 
the merchants and landlords. 

It would be a mistake to assume, how¬ 
ever, that the lower middle-class and 
working-class groups operated only at 
the behest of the colonial merchant capi¬ 
talists. Under the direction of their own 
leaders, of whom Samuel Adams of 
Massachusetts was the outstanding — 
although some of the leaders came from 
the merchant class, too (Christopher 
Gadsden of South Carolina, John Lamb 
of New York, Stephen Hopkins of Rhode 
Island)—they perfected a powerful 
revolutfbnary weapon they sought to 
wield m their own interest. In 1772, at 
first in Massachusetts and then in all the 
other colonies, there began to appear 
the Committees of Correspondence: 
these conspiratorial clubs kept in con¬ 
stant touch with one another, intimidated 
royal officials and colonial placemen, and 
with all the devices of terror and vio¬ 
lence on the one hand and popular ap¬ 
peal on the other crushed opposition and 
added to and solidified their ranks. They 
were the ones who moved against the 
Tea Act, who were instrumental in sum¬ 
moning the First Continental Congress, 
and who saw that the agreed-on boycott 
of English goods was enforced. In 1775, 
beginning to call themselves Committees 
of Safety, they mobilized the people for 
defense and carried on a systematic, 
vindicative, and successful civil war 
against those who remained loyal to the 
crown. 

In effect, the committees were under¬ 
mining the authority of the crown in the 
colonies and setting up, step by step, first 


in the localities and then in the provinces, 
revolutionary extralegal governments. 
The old state was disintegrating; a new 
revolutionary one was replacing it. 

These clubs, too, were beginning to 
articulate those demands which later 
gave the lower middle classes and work¬ 
ers their basis for participating in the 
Revolution. The merchants and land¬ 
lords regarded the methods of the radi¬ 
cals with misgivings and dread; but they 
dared not interfere lest, in alienating 
the underprivileged farmers, tradesmen, 
and laborers, they lose that mass support 
upon which their own destiny so com¬ 
pletely was dependent. 

The lower classes began to look upon 
the Revolution as the instrument for 
attaining their own freedom. In the 
political sphere, they wanted release 
from the civil disabilities of almost uni¬ 
versal disfranchisement, unequal legisla¬ 
tive representation for the newer areas, 
and an absence of local government. In 
colonial America, only men of sizable 
properties could vote and hold office; 
indeed, before the Revolution, the pro¬ 
portion of potential voters varied from 
one sixth to one fiftieth of the male popu¬ 
lation in the different colonies. In the 
economic sphere, the constricting hand 
of monopoly everywhere was to be 
found. On the land, the legal institutions 
of entail and primogeniture checked op¬ 
portunity for younger sons. Engrossing 
landlords and land speculators (whether 
they were the crown, the proprieties, 
absentee ovmers, or the New England 
^‘common” land proprietors) prevented 
the settlement and improvement of small 
properties. In the South, the tidewater 
lords would not erect warehouses to en¬ 
courage tobacco cultivation among the 
farmers of the upcountry. And in New 
York, inadequate boundary surveys fur¬ 
nished the big manor lords with an easy 
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instrument to oppress their smaller 
neighbors. Everywhere, the threat of 
Indian risings, because a wild frontier 
was in the interests of the fur trade and 
the maintenance of land values in the 
settled regions, filled the days and nights 
of pioneers with dread. 

In the towns, newcomers, seeking to 
become small tradesmen and mechanics 
and artisans, had been compelled to 
struggle against the early and established 
shopkeepers and craftsmen. For the old 
artisans and shopkeepers, not unmindful 
of the special positions of their fellow 
craftsmen in England whose privileges 
were protected by the livery companies 
and guilds, had sought to introduce guild 
regulations in America. In Philadelphia, 
Newport, and Boston, early in the eight¬ 
eenth century, such enabling statutes 
had been passed by city councils: but 
they had been unsuccessful. The guild 
system did not take root in America. But 
that did not prevent the older craftsmen 
and shopkeepers from burdening with 
disabilities the later arrivals. 

In all the chartered urban communi¬ 
ties, the privilege of obtaining the "free¬ 
dom of the town” —which meant die 
right to engage in free enterprise, 
whether as tradesman or artificer — was 
severely limited. The devices were 
many: sometimes being the payment of 
high fees, sometimes the posting of a 
large bond, sometimes the possession of 
^ P^^P^dy qualification. There were 
other oppressions from which the lower 
middle classes suffered. Peddlers were 
submitted to close regulation and forced 
to pay sizable license fees. It was impos¬ 
sible to maintain city markets, for long, 
because small merchants here tended to 
compete successfully with the big ones. 
In New England, a small company of 
chandlers had got the whole whaling 
industry in its grip and not only choked 


off the competition of the lesser manu- 
factiurers but fixed the prices for the 
basic raw material. 

Men of little property were weighed 
down by debts and oppressed by an 
inadequate currency; they were forced 
to support, in many of the colonies, an 
established chmrch; and they were at the 
mercy of arbitrary executive and judicial 
authority. On many sides, too, they saw 
looming larger and larger the threat of a 
slave economy to the free institutions of 
small properties and independent crafts¬ 
men. Such were the persons who consti¬ 
tuted the left, or radical, wing of the 
colonial revolutionary host. 

From 1774 xmtil ihe creation of new 
governments in the American states these 
radicals were in control everywhere. 
Joining hands across the boundaries of 
the provinces, they effected united ac¬ 
tion. They set up extralegal provincial 
congresses to supersede the assemblies; 
they boycotted the English military in 
Massachusetts when it sent out a call for 
mechanics; and they began secretly to 
form popular mihtias and to store up 
military equipment. 

Upon these maneuvers the big land¬ 
lords and merchants looked with alarm. 
Gouvemeur Morris, later to become one 
of the patriots of the right, thus wrote 
to John Penn on May 20, 1774, of a New 
York meeting: 

Yesterday I was present at a grand divi¬ 
sion of the city, and there . . . my fellow 
citizens . . . fairly contended the future 
forms of our government, whether it should 
be founded upon aristocratic or democratic 
principles. I stood in the balcony, and on 
my right were ranged all the people of 
property, with some few poor dependents, 
and on the other aU the tradesmen. . . . The 
spirit of the English Constitution has yet a 
little influence left, and but a little. The 
remains of it, however, will give the wealthy 
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people a superiority tMs time, but the mob 
begin to think and to reason. Poor reptiles! 
It is with them a vernal morning; they are 
struggling to cast oflF their winter s slough, 
they bask in the simshine, and ere noon they 
will bite, depend upon it. The gentry begin 
to fear this. Their committee wiU be ap¬ 
pointed, they will deceive the people, and 
again forfeit a share of their confidence. 
And if these instances of what with one side 
is policy, and with the other perfidy, shall 
continue to increase, and become more fre¬ 
quent, farewell aristocracy. 

The English government met the re¬ 
sistance to the Tea Act and to the other 
oppressive British measures with what 
was tantamount to the imposition of an 
economic death sentence on the colonies. 
In 1774 and 1775, Parliament passed jfirst 
the so-called Coercive and then the 
Restraining Acts: they were nothing less 
than the opening of hostilities. One of 
tlie laws passed in 1774 closed the port 
of Boston; another reduced the govern¬ 
ment of Massachusetts to the status of a 
crown colony; another called for the 
furnishing of ample barracks for His 
Majesty’s troops within twenty-four 
hours after they were ordered; and an¬ 
other, through the Quebec Act, made 
peimanent the Proclamation Line of 
1763 by putting all the far western lands 
north of the Ohio under the administra¬ 


tion of Quebec Province. The Restrain¬ 
ing Acts of 1775 cut almost all the colo¬ 
nies off from the northern fisheries and 
limited their trade entirely to Great 
Britain, Ireland, and the British West 
Indies. 

The revolutionary ferment began its 
work. In almost all the colonies illegal 
congresses were called; the Second Con¬ 
tinental Congress met; military stores 
were collected; and Thomas Paine wrote 
his stirring pamphlet Common Sense, to 
whip all those who still faltered into 
revolutionary enthusiasm. The Second 
Continental Congress struck off two 
declarations of freedom. The first, natu¬ 
rally representing the dominant interest 
of colonial mercantile capitalism, was 
embodied in a series of resolutions passed 
on April 6, 1776. These resolves nuUi- 
fied the Acts of Trade and Navigation 
and put an end to the colonial slave 
trade: and with this single blow the colo¬ 
nial merchants and landlords smashed 
the hampering chains of the imperial- 
colonial relations. The second, adopted 
by the Congress on July 4, 1776, was the 
Declaration of Independence: written by 
the radicals, this was a political mani¬ 
festo which called upon the masses to 
defend the Revolution. The American 
Revolution then moved fuUy into the 
stage of armed resistance. . . . 
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THE ECONOMIC INTERPRETATION 

Economic interpretations of the American Revolution, of which Louis 
Hackers are the most notable, did not go long unchallenged. When 
Hackers article ‘"The First American Revolution' appeared in the 
Columbia University Quarterly (1935), Charles McLean Andrews, at 
Yale, was midway in the writing of his four-volume work. The Colonial 
Period of American History ( 1934-1938) . This excerpt, from Vol IV, is 
Andrews' critique of the economic interpretation. 


W RITERS of the economic deter- 
minist school, who of late years 
have been reviving a faith in the eco¬ 
nomic interpretation of history and seek¬ 
ing a place in the historical sunshine, 
believe that the Revolution was either an 
attempt of ‘^the American merchant and 
planter-capitalism” to obtain ‘release 
from the fetters of the English Mercan¬ 
tile System” (Hacker, The First Ameri¬ 
can Revolution and A Graphic History) 
or a movement “to free [America] from 
the colonial ban upon her industries” 
(Beard, A History of the Business Man). 

These and other similar theses can be 
maintained only by a system of clever, 
ingenious, and seemingly plausible but 
really superficial manipulations of fact 
and logic in the interest of a precon¬ 
ceived theory; by generalizations based 
on the groupmg of occasional and widely 
scattered data; and by dependence on 
the statements of secondary authorities 
— statements frequently unfortified by 
proof and sometimes demonstrably un¬ 
true. Even Dr. Lipson, a writer not 
averse to an economic interpretation of 
history and one whose opinions the 
economic determinists are inclined to 
respect, is xmable to accept these ex¬ 
planations and sums up the situation as 
follows. 


The extent to which economic factors were 
responsible for the American Revolution can¬ 
not easily be measured. At first sight it is 
natural to attribute the disruption of Eng¬ 
land’s first empire to a policy avowedly de¬ 
signed to make the oversea settlements “duly 
subservient and useful.” Yet contemporary 
English opinion held that the colonies “felt 
the benefit more than the burden” of the Acts 
of Trade, and the view appears on the whole 
well-founded. Irksome as their disabilities 
may seem on paper, the working of the sys¬ 
tem was not unduly onerous in practice. It 
was modified by concessions such as those 
which enabled the colonies to carry on trade 
direct with southern Europe in certain “enu¬ 
merated commodities,” or it was evaded with 
the open connivance of the American author¬ 
ities. This lax administration of the system 
helped to bring the authority and prestige of 
the mother country into disrepute; and habit¬ 
ual disregard for fhe laws of the parent state 
fostered a spirit of independence, which 
made any attempt at enforcement of the laws 
appear a gross act of tyranny. The efforts to 
suppress smuggling and administer the Acts 
of Trade with greater rigour, by substituting 
vice-admiralty courts for juries and employ¬ 
ing the navy, were the more deeply resented 
because the colonies had grown accustomed 
to the latitude which alone made the Acts 
tolerable. Against their disabilities, real or 
nominal, must be set the reciprocal advan¬ 
tages which the colonies enjoyed in the shape 
of the protection, the credit and the market 
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of the mother country. The old colonial sys¬ 
tem, as the ruthless destruction of tobacco¬ 
growing in England demonstrated, was far 
from one-sided. Nor were even their dis¬ 
abilities imattended by compensating fea¬ 
tures. Behind the shelter of the Navigation 
Laws which protected her from alien compe¬ 
tition, New England built up an important 
shipbuilding industry. These considerations 
may fairly lead us to conclude that, though 
individuals chafed against the restraints laid 
upon them, the colonies would not have cut 
themselves adrift from the mother coimtry 
on the ground of economic grievances alone: 
and this conclusion is fortified by the ab¬ 
sence, in the Declaration of Independence, of 
all reference to the Acts of Trade beyond an 
allusion of doubtful significance (Economic 
History of England, 2d ed., Ill, 194-196), 

This is not the place to discuss the 
conclusions reached, but something may 
be said, very briefly. In the first place, 
there never was a hard and fast “Mer¬ 
cantile System” and British governmental 
policy, which in the long run was respon¬ 
sible for the Revolution, was never iden¬ 
tical with the mercantilist programme, 
even before 1763 when mercantilism was 
in the ascendant. The government had to 
consider the needs of the state and the 
exchequer, the constitutional rights of the 
prerogative, and the legislative authority 
of parliament as well as the wishes and 
prosperity of the merchant-capitalists. 
After 1763, British colonial policy, though 
still favoring the merchants, was in many 
of its most important parts distinctly at 
odds with them. The Proclamation of 
1763, the Stamp Act, the Declaratory Act, 
the Quebec Act of 1774, and the Carleton 
commission and instructions of 1775, 
were none of them mercantilist in their 
objectives. With equal truth may it be 
said that the Sugar Act, the trade acts of 
1764-1766, and the Townshend Acts 
were designed much more in the interest 


of the revenue which the exchequer 
greatly needed than of the business pros¬ 
perity of the capitalists. In 1766, the 
Board of Trade itself, often construed as 
under the thumb of the mercantilists, in 
defining British policy, added to “The. 
Commerce and Manufactures of this 
Country” two other ends to be sought, 
“Your Majestys Royal Prerogative and 
the Authority of the British Legislature.” 
At the same time the board made it 
abundantly clear that its own members, 
as well as the executive departments of 
government, were interpreting colonial 
policy, not in terms of the merchants’ 
profits, but of the financial solvency of 
the British Exchequer, for the war debt 
after 1763 amounted to £140,000,000. 
The British government had other inter¬ 
ests at stake than those of the merchants 
and always found it diflScult to satisfy 
the merchants as much as the merchants 
wished to be satisfied, a situation of 
which the latter frequently complained. 
It is sheer assumption to assert that in 
England at this time the acts of the 
executive and the legislation of parlia¬ 
ment were necessarily determined by 
business pressure, for the one thing the 
mercantilists did not want was parlia¬ 
mentary taxation of the colonies. 

In the second place, the colonists must 
have known where the shoe pinched 
most painfully. Those of New England 
did protest against the measures of the 
years 1764-1766 and the Townshend Acts 
of 1767 and nearly aU the colonists tried 
without success to neutralize them by 
non-consumption and non-importation 
devices, but in these ventures they were 
not preparing for revolution nor were 
they doing anything more than attempt¬ 
ing to obtain a redress of trade griev¬ 
ances and to bring the British parliament 
to terms. The non-importation movement 
was at first a protest against commercial 
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restraints and financial impositions and 
vs/as initiated chiefly by the merchants. 
But as time went on it passed out of the 
control of the merchants into the hands 
of those to whom trade was a secondary 
consideration and who, as individualists 
and pohtical agitators, were concerned 
for what they called “human rights and 
liberties.” These men gave prominence, 
not to trade grievances which, had no 
other grievances intervened, would prob¬ 
ably have been eventually redressed, but 
to a constitutional claim that parliament 
would not recognize as a claim deserving 
of any consideration. Behind this claim, 
which at bottom represented simply the 
determination of each of the colonies to 
manage its own affairs, lay a great variety 
of local grievances — financial, territorial, 
governmental, and religious — grievances 
that actuated each colony to uphold the 
larger claim, as one whidi all could sup¬ 
port. It is untrue to fact to say that there 
was any one grievance common to all, 
and that grievance solely commercial or 
industrial. 

The constitutional issue appears as 
early as 1765 and, as the commercial and 
financial complaints dwindled in impor¬ 
tance with the failure of the non-impor¬ 
tation movement, it became the leading 
issue after 1770. From this time forward, 
though economic grievances still occa¬ 
sionally appear and the retention of the 
tea tax made trouble, the constitutional 
claim dominates the scene and freedom 
from outside control, in many ways at 
that time much more a grievance than 
were matters that concerned trade and 
manufacturing, became the real objec¬ 
tive. In very few, if any, of the resolu¬ 
tions of towns and local assemblies, the 
memorials and other oflScial papers of 
the First Continental Congress, and the 
Declaration of Independence (which 
contains only one item out of twenty- 


seven constituting an economic griev¬ 
ance) is there anything suggesting a 
“release from the fetters of the English 
Mercantile System” or a desire to be 
freed from any ban on colonial indus¬ 
tries. On the contrary the Declaration 
and Resolves of the First Continental 
Congress expressly state, “we cheerfully 
consent to the operation of such acts of 
the British parliament, as are bona fide 
restrained to the regulation of our exter¬ 
nal commerce, for the purpose of secur¬ 
ing the commercial advantages of the 
whole Empire to the mother country, and 
the commercial benefits of its respective 
members.” Over and over again the 
protestants in America ask for nothing 
more than to return to tihe “state of har¬ 
mony and unity” that prevailed before 
1763 —a state which they considered 
“beneficial to the whole empire and as 
ardently desired by all America.” They 
wanted so to return despite the fact that 
before 1763 the aims of the British au¬ 
thorities were much more nearly identi¬ 
fied with the wishes of the mercantilists 
than they were afterward, though even 
during this earlier period the government 
hedged a good deal in meeting mercan¬ 
tilist demands. It is a gross historical 
blunder to start with the premises that 
British colonial policy and mercantilism 
were at any time convertible terms or 
that the colonists were ever seriously 
hampered by the restrictions placed upon 
their desire to manufacture. 

One may not doubt that behind the 
effort to obtain self-government and free¬ 
dom from the restraints of British control 
there lay factors that were commercial, 
financial, legal, social, and industrial. 
But no one of these by itself would have 
brought on the Revolution. It is too great 
a simplification of history to regard the 
events of the past as nothing but a strug¬ 
gle of classes, a clash of economic inter- 
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ests, for such an oversimplification o£ the 
problem leads inevitably to an oversim¬ 
plified solution. No amount of study of 
the social side of colonial life— much 
vaunted today as if it were something 
new — will explain the events of 1775 and 
1776. It is never very diflScult, by meth¬ 
ods of grouping and omission, to phrase 
things in such a way as to lead to mis¬ 
representation. To emphasize the eco¬ 
nomic aspects to the exclusion of all else 
is to interpret human affairs in terms of 
material things only, to say nothing of 
the spiritual power necessary to use 
these material resources for human wel¬ 
fare, to ignore the influence of sentiment 
and morality, and to underrate the rich 
and varied stuff of human nature, the dis¬ 
tractions of statesmen, and the wayward¬ 
ness and uncertainty of events. The histo¬ 
rian, if he is to keep both his levels and 
his proportions true, cannot fail to stress, 
first of all, the institutional and structural 
aspects of colonial life, which, despite 
certain present-day opinions to the con¬ 
trary, are fundamental to any right 
understanding of the colonial past. At 
the same time if he is honest to himself 
and his evidence he cannot neglect the 
imponderable forces (always most diffi¬ 
cult to identify and trace), as well as the 


driving influence of emotional and mass 
psychology. These factors are essential, 
however much those who can see in 
society, present and past, only things that 
are ^ reaF and ' practicaF — business suc¬ 
cess and class warfare — and consider 
irrelevant whatever cannot be pinned 
down as a social or economic activity. 
No one should deal with the past whose 
ambition it is to find a single cause for 
all that has happened or who is unwilling 
to admit the existence of many causes 
acting simultaneously. Mr. J. A. Spender, 
sympathetic liberal and newspaper edi¬ 
tor, can say, "There is as little probability 
of discovering one key to the problems 
of human society as there is of finding 
one remedy for the ills of the human 
body,’’ and Mr. J. M. Keynes, the eminent 
economist, can add even more emphati¬ 
cally, "The view that the economic ideal 
is the sole respectable purpose of the 
community as a whole is the most dread¬ 
ful heresy which has ever gained the ear 
of a civilized people.” 

Modem industrialism would seem to 
be responsible for these latter-day at¬ 
tempts to interpret the past in the light 
of the present and to apply the Marxian 
doctrine that social progress is the out¬ 
come of class conflict and of nothing else. 
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jDANCROFT says “American inde- 
■V like the great rivers of 

me country, had many sources, but the 
headspring which colored aU the stream 
was die Navigation Act”i Other writers 
join in the general condemnation, but 
fevi7 are specific as to just who was hurt 
and by what provisions of the acts. Let 
Tis examine the operation of the system 
in detail. 

Whatever may have been the opinion 
of some Americans in 1660 in regard to 
the basic law limiting the carrying trade 
of the British Empire to English vessels, 
by 1760 all opposition had disappeared, 
and a careful search of contemporary 
riewspapers, pamphlets, and other pub¬ 
lications discloses no record of anyone 
seriously proposing an abrogation of that 
law. Certainly New England, whose 
fishrng, trading, and shipbuilding indus- 
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try rested upon this law, would not be 
expected to ask for changes that would 
bring in the competition of foreign ships. 
The only sections of the colonial empire 
that could theoretically have found such 
a regulation even an imaginary grievance 
were those engaged in plantation types 
of industry, where markets were distant 
and freights heavy. 

There may have been a time when 
freight rates were influenced by the pres¬ 
ence or absence of the foreign-owned 
ships, but after 1700 the expansion of 
English shipping, especially from New 
England sources, had become so great 
Aat there was ample competition. 
American ports swarmed with shipping, 
some owned in England but much more 
of it in the colonies. In 1768 more than 
two thousand vessels cleared from the 
American continental ports for the West 
Indies alone. By 1771 it required more 
than one thousand vessels to serve Vir- 
ginia and Maiyland, and over eleven 
hundred for the two chief ports in Mas- 


Pcm,srls.nl/pnr.s FcoOuZ permission of tke University 


Copy- 
‘ of 



23 


Dickerson • were the navigation acts oppressive? 


sachusetts, Boston and Salem. In 1770 a 
total of 4,171 ships, with a combined 
tonnage of 488,724, cleared from the 
various continental ports. 

The trade to the West Indies was 
indeed notable, employing more ships 
with a greater total tonnage than Eng¬ 
land was using in her trade with Hol¬ 
land, and far more than she used in her 
direct trade with Norway, Sweden, and 
the Eastland countries of the Baltic. 

In addition, colonial shipping enabled 
Britain completely to dominate the 
Mediterranean trade. In 1768 the clear¬ 
ances from American ports for south 
Europe totaled 436 ships, with a com¬ 
bined tonnage of 37,093. At that time 
England was only using 23,113 tons in 
her trade to the Straits of Gibraltar, 
which encountered less than one per 
cent of foreign competition. Clearances 
from America are not included in thf<; 
figure, so the American tonnage is in 
addition to the English figure, but is 
included in the percentage of EngHsh 
ships passing the Straits. 

The expansion of colonial shipping 
continued to the Revolution. By 1775 
nearly one third of all the ships in Britain 
registered as English were colonial built. 
Instead of being oppressive the shipping 
clauses of the Navigation Act had be¬ 
come an important source of colonial 
prosperity which was shared by every 
colony. As a device for launching ships 
these clauses were more eflBcient than 
the fabled beauty of Helen of Troy s 
face. 

There was another important com¬ 
pensation in having a shipping industry 
under the British flag adequate for all 
commercial purposes. The plantation 
iadustries, such as tobacco, rice, sugar, 
and indigo, had to depend upon an an¬ 
nual market of their staple product and 
an assured supply of food, clothing, tools. 


and other necessities that were not pro¬ 
duced locally. This supply was depend¬ 
ent wholly upon the annual fleets that 
visited their ports. So long as England 
effectually controlled the seas, English 
shipping could serve them in time of war 
about as freely as in time of peace. Had 
they been dependent upon foreign ship¬ 
ping, the outbreak of a war might have 
meant complete suspension of their 
industries. 

Business of any kind needs stability of 
conditions under which large invest¬ 
ments of capital are made. The planta¬ 
tion colonies were conducted under con¬ 
ditions of as large individual investments 
of capital as were the manufacturing 
industries of the time. It was sounder 
economic practice to pay somewhat 
higher freight rates, if necessary, than 
to face the economic losses incident to a 
dependence upon foreign shipping; be¬ 
sides, there is no proof that freight rates 
within the British Empire were not as 
low after 1700 as those outside. Cer¬ 
tainly there is no evidence in contempo¬ 
rary publications of any agitation to 
repeal this provision of the Navigation 
Act, nor did prominent Americans ex¬ 
press any desire for a general relaxation 
of its major requirements. 

Enumeration 

Enumeration of commodities of colo¬ 
nial production has been pictured as an 
outstanding sin of mercantilism. The 
English continental colonies had three 
products of major importance, tobacco, 
rice, and indigo, included in the numer¬ 
ated list. All were agricultural and were 
grown commerciaUy only in the southern 
colonies. 

It should be clear that no one would 
engage in producing enumerated com¬ 
modities unless he expected to make a 
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profit. If he found his venture unprofit¬ 
able he could shift his energies to other 
crops. No one was under any legal com¬ 
pulsion to grow the enumerated products. 
In spite of the extravagant language that 
has been used to condemn the system, 
the grower of enumerated commodities 
was not enslaved by the legal provisions 
of enumeration. Obviously growers 
continued to produce rice, indigo, and 
tobacco because they made larger cash 
profits from their cultivation than they 
could make by using their land, labor, 
and capital in any other way. 

The most cursory examination of these 
industries reveals that each had its list 
of wealthy planters who had accumu¬ 
lated fortunes in a few years by growing 
the enumerated crops. These men and 
their families were die aristocrats of the 
South. No similar conditions existed 
elsewhere in the vast agricultural regions 
of the colonies. Let us examine the con¬ 
ditions of each industry. 

Tobacco 

Tobacco, the most important of all 
colonial exports, suffered from all the 
disadvantages of other agricultural crops. 
Late frosts could destroy the tender 
plants in the seed beds; and early frosts 
could damage the mature crop before it 
was harvested. Favorable seasons could 
produce xmusually heavy yields; and 
heat and lack of moistme coiild seriously 
lighten a crop. There were recurring 
surpluses and shortages. Also there were 
worms, plant diseases, and soil deple¬ 
tion. All of these and many more were 
hazards that the grower had to face in 
colonial times and stiU does. AU are 
interesting details of the burdens of the 
tobacco planter, but they have no possi¬ 
ble connection with the Navigation Acts. 
They existed without benefit of law and 
always will. 


Tobacco growers in many cases were 
debtors. That condition was not peculiar 
to the tobacco industry and again has no 
possible connection with enumeration. 
Farmers who engage in commercial 
farming always have been in debt and 
always will be. Farming is a business. 
It requires land, buildings, equipment, 
labor, good clothing, and shelter for 
those engaged in it. Costs for these have 
to be met for months before a crop can 
yield any return. Unless inherited, these 
things had to be supplied by the farmer 
himself from savings or from borrow¬ 
ings. Most farmers chose the latter 
course and hoped to make the business 
ultimately clear itself. In this respect 
tobacco raising was not different from 
other business enterprises. 

The great assembling and processing 
markets were in Great Britain, as were 
also the bankers who supplied the essen¬ 
tial working capital. Growing tobacco 
was one job, marketing it was another. 
Both were essential parts of the indus¬ 
try. . . . 

The decade preceding the Revolution 
was one of rapid expansion for the 
tobacco planters. American tobacco was 
supplying a steadily expanding world 
market. The most important fact in the 
complicated expanding tobacco trade was 

Tobacco Importations into 
Great Britain 

(in pounds) 

LONDON OUTPORTS SCOTLAND TOTAL 

1767 25 , 723,434 13 , 417,175 28 , 937,891 68 , 078,500 

1768 23 , 353,891 12 , 103,603 33 , 237,236 68 , 694,730 

1769 24 , 276,259 9 , 480,127 . 

1770 26 , 758,534 12 , 419,503 38 , 708,809 77 , 886,846 

1771 42 , 952,725 15 , 006,771 48 , 269,865 106 , 229,361 

1772 36 , 265,788 15 , 101,682 45 , 259,675 96 , 627,145 

1773 37 , 918,111 18 , 010,718 44 , 544,230 100 , 473,059 

1774 36 , 859,641 19 , 186,837 41 , 348,295 97 , 394,773 

1775 45 , 250,505 10 , 210,997 45 , 863,154 101 , 324,656 

the rise of Scotland as a chief primary 
market. Scottish imports rose from 





Dickerson • webe the navigation acts oppressive? 


25 


12,213,610 pounds in 1746 to 48,269,865 
pounds in 1771, a growth of more than 
four hundred per cent in twenty-five 
years. Finding, servicing, and holding 
an additional market for 36,000,000 
pounds of tobacco was a real feat of 
merchandising. At the same time the 
London merchants were increasing their 
importations, but at a slower rate. The 
merchants in the English ^butports’"" just 
about held their own. From 1767 to 1771 
Scotland imported nearly as much Amer¬ 
ican tobacco as did London and the 
“outports"’ combined and remained the 
chief market to the Revolution. The 
table above shows the course of the 
tobacco trade for the nine years preced¬ 
ing independence. 

Enumeration clearly did not hamper 
the expansion of the tobacco raising 
business in America. Any industry that 
enjoys an expansion of its total produc¬ 
tion of more than fifty per cent in five 
years and holds that growth has at least 
the appearance of prosperity. . . . 

On the eve of the Revolution America 
was raising tobacco for a world market, 
created by the merchandising skill of the 
English and Scottish merchants. Only a 
small part of the tobacco annually reach¬ 
ing Britain was ultimately consumed 
there. . . . 

Western Europe was the chief market, 
with France, Holland, and Germany tak¬ 
ing more than 76,000,000 pounds in 1772, 
which was an average year, or more than 
seventy-five per cent of the total crop 
exported from America. Scotland was 
the chief supplier for France and Ireland 
and a keen competitor for the German, 
Dutch, and Scandinavian trade. Flanders 
was almost entirely supplied by the 
English merchants. 

If the tobacco planters were oppressed 
by enumeration they should have pros¬ 
pered when freed. But what happened? 


There was a temporary rise in exports 
to the pre-Revolutionary levels, but the 
growers quickly learned that the mar¬ 
kets gained for them by the British, and 
especially by the Scotch, merchants 
could not be held. An attempt by Jeffer¬ 
son, while Minister to France, to sell 
tobacco directly to the French govern¬ 
ment did not succeed. The French com¬ 
plained that the tobacco was not up to 
grade and canceled the contract. Under 
the old plan of buying in the great cen¬ 
tral market at Glasgow they could select 
just the kind of tobacco that best fitted 
their needs. There was no such market 
in America and the growers had neither 
the experience nor the capital to set up 
such an organization of their own. Grad¬ 
ing by public inspectors proved to be 
wholly inadequate as compared with the 
grading in the great merchandising and 
processing centers. 

Instead of thriving, the decades fol¬ 
lowing the Revolution show that tobacco 
was a sick industry, gradually losing an 
important part of its former export trade. 
The Napoleonic wars and the War of 
1812 caused wide fluctuations in export¬ 
ations from year to year; but when these 
are averaged by five-year periods the 
steady decline is obvious. The full story 
of this dechne is easily read in the table 
below. 

Trend of American Tobacco Exports 
Before and After the Revolution 


Years 

Average Yearly 
Exports in founds 

1767-1770 

71,223,398 

1771-1775 

100,249,615 

1790-1794 

99,665,656 

1795-1799 

70,625,518 

1800-1804 

85,935,914 

1805-1809 

54,525,206 

1810-1814 

51,544,857 

1815-1819 

84,533,350 

1820-1822 

79,369,141 
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The same countries of Europe that 
bought 96,727,147 pounds of American 
tobacco in 1772 bought only 68,327,550 
pounds fifty years later. Holland was 
buying only 23,692,034 pounds as con¬ 
trasted with 32,631,330 in 1772. France 
had taken 32,414,143 pounds in 1772 but 
was buying only 4,665,670 fifty years 
later. Flanders, that had bought 5,210,- 
565 pounds in 1772, was not even men¬ 
tioned in our exports for 1822. Exports 
to Germany remained essentially un¬ 
changed from what they had been in 
1772. 

Partially to compensate for the heavy 
losses in our export market for tobacco 
in northern Europe new outlets had been 
found for a Htde more than six million 
pounds in other portions of Europe, and 
additional exports of ten millions of 
pounds to other parts of the world. Thus 
there had been some development of 
direct new markets, but the total market 
for American tobacco was millions of 
pounds short of our exports in 1772. 

Most of the loss was in drastic reduc¬ 
tions in our exports to Scotland. Direct 
exports to England had shrunk from 
51,367,470 pounds in 1772 to 26,740,000 
in 1822, but in the same period exports 
to Scotland had fallen from 45,259,675 in 
1772 to only 1,142,000 fifty years later. 

The Revolution not only separated the 
American colonies from oflScial control 
by the British government, it separated 
the tobacco planters from the great 
banking and marketing organizations 
that had developed their former world 
market. A very large proportion of the 
debts due British merchants and cred¬ 
itors after the Revolution were in the 
southern states. From what we know of 
the conditions of agriculture, a large 
percentage of these must have been ad¬ 
vances to the tobacco planters. A total 
of nearly $35,000,000 in such claims was 


filed before the claims commission cre¬ 
ated by the Jay Treaty and ultimately 
compromised in 1802 for $2,664,000. The 
Scottish merchants seem to have been 
the chief losers, since they do not again 
appear prominently in the world tobacco 
trade. It was three quarters of a century 
before the American tobacco industry 
could replace the great central market¬ 
ing machinery that had been built up 
under enumeration. 

Rice 

Next to tobacco, rice was the most 
important commercially grown agricul¬ 
tural crop of the continental colonies. 
Like tobacco it was enumerated, but on 
the eve of the Revolution had a free 
market in Europe south of Cape Fines- 
terre and in America south of Georgia. 
It was an important crop in the lowlands 
of South Carolina and Georgia. 

It has been assumed by many writers 
that enumeration imposed a serious bur¬ 
den upon the rice planters. The ascer¬ 
tainable facts do not support this as¬ 
sumption. In the years preceding the 
Revolution the rice industry was pros¬ 
perous and expanding. Rice exports 
from Charleston, South Carolina, in¬ 
creased from an average of 80,631 barrels 
per year for the five years, 1760 to 1764, 
to an annual average of 120,483 barrels 
for the years 1770 to 1773. The exports 
from Georgia, the other important pro¬ 
ducer of rice, rose from an aimual aver¬ 
age of 5,152 barrels for the years 1760 
to 1764 to an average of 21,910 barrels 
during the years 1770 to 1773. Planters 
made fortunes during these years. 

American rice growers, like American 
tobacco planters, were producing for a 
world market. Where was that market? 
In 1772 rice exports from America to¬ 
taled 155,741 barrels, of which 97,563 
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went to Great Britain, 10,066 to South 
Europe, and 48,112 to the West Indies. 
This shows that more than sixty per cent 
of all American rice exported was find¬ 
ing its world market by way of Great 
Britain and only about seven per cent 
was exported to that part of Europe that 
was free from enumeration. . . . 

What happened to Americans world 
market for rice when the Revolution 
freed it from enumeration? In 1822, 
after the world had adjusted itself to 
peace, our exports of rice totaled 87,089 
tierces. Of this amount 40,735 tierces 
went to Europe, 24,073 of which were 
imported by the British Isles; 15,526 
went to Europe north of Gape Fines- 
terre; and 1,136 tierces to southern Eu¬ 
rope. Translating tierces into hundred¬ 
weight we have the following results: 
216,657 hundredweight exported to the 
British Isles in 1822, as contrasted with 
468,915 in 1773; 139,734 hundredweight 
to continental northern Europe in 1822, 
as contrasted with 324,407 in 1773; and 
10,224 to southern Europe in 1822, as 
contrasted with combined total direct 
exports from America and reexports 
from Great Britain of 69,981 in 1773. 
Our total European market for rice was 
only 366,615 hundredweight in 1822, as 
contrasted with 484,320 exported to the 
same area fifty years before. 

Like the tobacco planters the rice 
planters faced changed conditions after 
the Revolution. While England re¬ 
mained their best market, total exports 
for the five years beginning in 1782 were 
less than half what tiiey had been in the 
five-year period before the war. The war 
had brought to an end a long period of 
prosperity for the rice industry. Much 
of the advantage of the old central mar¬ 
ket in England was lost. Importations 
were burdened with new duties, al¬ 
though drawbacks on reexportation were 


permitted. Shipping regulations of other 
countries hampered our trade. Even our 
ally, France, would not admit our rice¬ 
laden ships to her ports in 1788, so that 
cargoes bound for that country had to be 
u3aloaded at Cowes on the Isle of Wight 
for transshipment to French vessels. 

There is nothing in the evidence to 
support the theory that the rice planters 
were handicapped or oppressed by enu¬ 
meration or that they benefited from the 
freedom to find markets where they 
could. The advantages of the one great 
central market still operated as the mag¬ 
net to attract imports and exports. The 
planters not only lost a large part of their 
former markets, but what was even more 
serious, they lost the financial help they 
had received from the British merchants. 
Freedom involved the necessity of find¬ 
ing their own financing as well as their 
own markets. 

Indigo 

Indigo was the third most important 
enumerated product of the continental 
provinces. Unlike rice and tobacco, 
indigo found its ultimate market in Great 
Britain. It was not only enumerated but 
was also encouraged by a direct British 
bounty. 

On the eve of the Revolution the in¬ 
digo planters were very prosperous and 
production was increasing rapidly, as 
shown by the tables of exports reported 
by Sellers and by Gray. Both reports 
are based upon fragmentary American 
sources. These show that exports nearly 
doubled between 1765 and 1773. These 
estimates are too low. Actual importation 
by Great Britain in 1773, all certified as 
produced in the British plantations, was 
1,403,684 pounds, or twice that reported 
by Gray. This is nearly three times the 
colonial exports reported by Macpherson 
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for 1770, and his reports seem to be based 
upon official records. Any industry that 
was so obviously prosperous cannot be 
called oppressed. 

The Revolutionary War quickly 
brought to a close this period of pros¬ 
perity for the indigo planters. They soon 
discovered that the industry could not 
exist without the former bounties. Brit¬ 
ish aid and encouragement were trans¬ 
ferred to Jamaica, which was still within 
the Empire. American production de¬ 
clined and |ust about disappeared. By 
1822 the reported exports totaled only 
3,283 pounds. In the meantime importa¬ 
tions of foreign indigo had risen from 
zero to 1,126,928 pounds, or nearly as 
much as our exports were in 1773. 

The Balance of Trade 

The relative values of imports from 
Great Britain into the colonies and ex¬ 
ports from them to the home country are 
frequently cited as proof of economic 
exploitation. In the form they are usu- 
aUy given they are misleading. The 
American colonial empire was one eco¬ 
nomic whole. The products of the West 
Indies were used by aU of the other colo¬ 
nies and their products in turn supplied 
the essential needs of the sugar colonies. 

A far larger number of ships, Avith a 
greater tonnage, was used in the trade 
between the continental colonies and the 
West Indies than between the former 
and the mother country, and nearly as 
great a tonnage as was used for trade 
between the various continental colonial 
ports. 

The northern colonies with their rum 
trade were just as much involved in the 
sugar industry as were the local West 
India planters. The colonies that sup¬ 
plied the millions of staves to make the 
sugar and molasses containers were also 


as direcdy interested in the sugar indus¬ 
try as were the farmers who supplied 
meat, grain, beans, peas, and other es¬ 
sential food items. The New England 
fishermen who marketed their fish in the 
West Indies may have considered tliem- 
selves only seamen and fisherfolk but 
they were actually producing sugar as 
much as if they worked on the sugar 
plantations. 

To treat imports and exports from one 
part of the colonial empire as a trade 
that should balance is as unreal as to set 
up a similar bookkeeping record for the 
external trade from New York and Cali¬ 
fornia. No one expects the trade of a 
single state of the Union with the outside 
world, or with any other state of the 
Union, to balance. It is the total trade of 
the United States that is important. By 
applying this principle to the trade be¬ 
tween Great Britain and her American 
colonial Empire we get the results shown 
in the table below. 


Tbade Between Great Britain and 
THE American Colonies, 1769-71 


Imported from 

1769 

1770 

1771 

Continental 




Colonies 

£,1,170,015 

£1,129,662 

£1,468,941 

West Indies 

2,792,178 

3,131,879 

2,717,194 

Totals 

3,962,193 

4,261,541 

4,186,135 

Grand Total for 




three years 



12,409,869 

Exported to 




Continental 




Colonies E 1,604,760 

£2,343,892 

£4,586,882 

West Indies 

1,274,951 

1,269,469 

1,151,357 

Totals 

2,879,711 

3,613,361 

5,738,239 

Grand Total for 




three years 



12,231,311 


From the above table it is seen that 
total imports from the colonies exceeded 
total exports in two of the three years 
and show a small excess for the three 
years. It is obvious that imports from 
the West Indies were being paid for in 
part by exports to the continental colo¬ 
nies, who in turn supplied exports to the 
West Indies. 
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There are some items in the total trade 
picture that do not appear in the tables. 
One was the large exports of food and 
lumber products to southern Europe and 
the relatively small imports in return. 
This balance in 1769 amounted to £.476,- 
052. These balances helped cover the 
cost of British imports each year from 
that area and should be credited to the 
total colonial exports. Adding to the 
value of British exports was the steady 
migration of capital to the continental 
colonies. Thousands of immigrants were 
moving to America with their posses¬ 
sions. British capital was being invested 
in land and various business enterprises. 
The vast amount of credit extended to 
American merchants and especially the 
credits advanced to the planters engaged 
in producing the three principal enumer¬ 
ated products, tobacco, rice, and indigo, 
had to be covered at some time by physi¬ 
cal exports of British goods. Finally 
there were the costs of the British stand¬ 
ing army and the operations of the 
British fleet in American waters. These 
included costs not covered by ordinary 
exports and involved the actual shipment 
of bullion to New York, Canada, and the 
West Indies in 1769 to a total of £16,651. 

Limitations on Manufacturing 

There were three acts that have been 
cited as hostile to colonial manufactur¬ 
ing. These are known as the woolens act, 
the hat act, and the iron biU. The first 
two applied wholly to shipments by 
water and the last forbad the creation of 
new steel furnaces, or forges equipped 
with tilt hammers or rolling devices for 
making that metal. The object of the 
iron bill was to encourage the colonial 
exportation of pig and bar iron to Britain 
so as to reduce the dependence upon 
foreign imports of these basic materials. 


Did these laws materially impede the 
development of manufacturing in the 
continental colonies? Fortunately we 
have two thorough, objective studies on 
this point: one is by Victor S. Clark 
covering the whole field of manufactures, 
the other is by Arthur C. Bining dealing 
specifically with the iron industry. Both 
of these independent studies are in sub¬ 
stantial agreement as to the basic facts. 
Both agree that British legislation had 
very little effect in retarding colonial 
manufacturing. We will discuss each 
measure separately. 

Wool and Woolen Goods 

The prohibitions against exporting 
wool and American-made woolens has 
generally been referred to as oppressive. 
The impression given is that Englishmen 
in America were being treated less well 
than those in England. 

There is no foundation for this infer¬ 
ence. England had developed the wool¬ 
growing and wool-manufacturing indus¬ 
try far beyond that of other countries in 
western Europe. It was an economic 
advantage of first importance — a sort of 
atom bomb of the seventeenth century. 
Under no circumstances was England 
willing to permit her special advantage 
to get away. To this end there was en¬ 
acted a long series of laws regulating 
wool and possible wool exports, com¬ 
mencing with the Restoration under 
Charles II and extending through the 
reign of William III. The American 
woolens act was a minor item in those 
regulations. 

The restraints imposed upon English¬ 
men in America who engaged in wool 
growing or processing were mild in com¬ 
parison with those faced by Enghshmen 
in England. 

There, in addition to provisions against 
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the export or shipment of wool similar to 
those in the American law, the owners of 
sheep had to give notice of their plans to 
shear sheep. They also had to report the 
exact number of fleeces at shearing time 
and give official notice of any removal 
from their farms, as no wool could be 
moved from one place to another with¬ 
out a permit. Buyers in certain areas 
had to be licensed under bond, and no 
raw wool could be loaded on a horse cart 
to be moved by land except in the day¬ 
time and at hours fixed by law. All of 
the above restrictions remained in force 
until the Revolution and are listed in the 
same customs manuals with the Ameri¬ 
can regulations. 

As has already been pointed out the 
prohibitions were not upon production 
or manufacture but upon water export 
of such goods. Consequently, household 
and neighborhood production went on 
unhampered, as did distribution of such 
products throughout the colonies and the 
rapidly expanding back country. Little 
can be added to the extensive studies of 
Clark. The back country clothed itself. 
There was very litde cloth made for the 
market Colonial newspapers, published 
in the larger port towns, printed very 
few advertisements of homespun cloth 
for sale. 

There was no effort to compete com¬ 
mercially with imports from the home 
country. Textile production was still in 
the handicrafts stage. Weavers were not 
well paid and spinners very poorly paid. 
Working in such industries was asso¬ 
ciated with extreme poverty. It just did 
not pay to produce cloth under Ameri¬ 
can conditions when goods of as good or 
better quality could be had from abroad 
for less money. Where family labor had 
no commercial value and money and 
money-crops were scarce there was ex¬ 
tensive production. 


American conditions remained largely 
unchanged long after the Revolution. In 
1821 woolen goods of American produc¬ 
tion is not listed among our exports. On 
the other hand there appears in the list 
of goods imported into the United States 
woolen goods of various kinds to a total 
value of $11,971,933 out of total imports 
valued at $41,955,134, or nearly thirty 
per cent of all our imports. 

It is obvious that the failure of colonial 
America to develop a large export of 
woolen goods and other textiles rested 
upon factors entirely separate from a 
parliamentary act of the seventeenth 
century. 

Hats 

The hat act did prevent the shipment 
of hats by water and may have had a 
temporary effect upon a developing ex¬ 
port trade in New England hats. But 
the act had no effect upon the steady 
development of hat manufacturing in 
America. It was more advantageous 
for hatmakers to migrate with their skills 
to new neighborhoods than it was to live 
in one place and make hats for mer¬ 
chants who, in turn, sold them where 
they could find a market. Hat manufac¬ 
ture, especially of wool, became widely 
diffused and was so far advanced that 
Hamilton in his "Report on Manufac¬ 
tures” in 1791, in discussing the wool 
industry, stated: "Household manufac¬ 
tures of this material are carried on in 
different parts of the United States to a 
very interesting extent; but there is only 
one branch, which as a regular business 
can be said to have acquired maturity. 
This is the making of hats.” That state¬ 
ment could hardly have been justified 
concerning any other manufacturing 
business. The industry was better de¬ 
veloped than any other. In 1810 Tench 
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reported 842 batteries operating in 
United States, some of which were 
jjj the western territories of Indiana, 
l^xchigan, and Mississippi. The center 
of the industry was not in New England, 
hi Pennsylvania, where 532 operat- 
Ijxg batteries were reported. 

Iron and Steel 

The law prohibiting new rolling and 
slitting mills, plating forges and steel 
fixmaces, passed in 1750, is mentioned in 
g,11 accounts. In some cases writers have 
expanded this into an instance of real 
oppression. Bining, who has made the 
most detailed study of the colonial iron 
industry, agrees with Clark that such 
legislation did not check the develop¬ 
ment of the iron industry. He even in¬ 
sists that on the eve of the Revolution 
tliere were more iron furnaces in opera¬ 
tion in America than there were in Eng¬ 
land and Wales combined and that the 
total output was greater than that of the 
iron furnaces of Great Britain. Most of 
the pots, pans, and other hollow ware 
used in the colonies were made at local 
iron works. The growing farming, mill¬ 
ing, and extensive wagon transportation 
demands for iron were absorbing most 
of the bar iron that could be produced. 
As a result the British bounties, which 
attracted increased colonial exports of 
bar iron from a bare 39 tons in 1761 to a 
total of 2,234 tons ten years later, proved 
ineffective after 1771 and exports rapidly 
deelined. The reason was steadily grow¬ 
ing demands for domestic use. 

Most of the iron works were relatively 
small and were designed to supply a 
neighborhood market. In the main they 
represented personal investments. All of 
the large colonial iron works were 
erected by foreign capital and employed 
imported labor. All of the larger works 


proved financially unprofitable, largely 
because of the gradual exhaustion of the 
local supply of charcoal. That the law 
was not interfering with the growth of 
the iron industry is proved by its rapid 
expansion westward in Pennsylvania and 
by the fact that the great American Iron 
Company was set up in 1764 with Lon¬ 
don capital by Hasenclever, who quickly 
expended a total of more than a quarter 
million dollars on the project. It was the 
largest capital outlay in any colonial 
manufacturing venture. 

Production of steel on a commercial 
scale came slowly. In 1810 Tench Coxe 
could report only four steel furnaces in 
the entire United States with a combined 
capacity of nine hundred seventeen tons, 
presumably per year. 

Bining did not find a single case where 
any iron work was discontinued, a slit¬ 
ting mill or steel furnace destroyed, or 
even an attempted prosecution of an iron 
works operator. Clark also failed to find 
a single case in any of the other colonies. 
An extensive search of the Treasury 
papers in the Public Record Office in 
London by the author also failed to re¬ 
veal a single such prosecution, although 
there is much material on other clauses 
of the trade and navigation laws. There 
is but one conclusion, and that is that 
the iron industry was not materially 
hampered by any British legislation and 
that its development was rapid and con¬ 
tinuous. 

Other Manotactures 

British legislation did not apply to 
other forms of colonial manufacture ex¬ 
cept to promote them. Naval stores were 
encouraged by direct British bounties. 
The Navigation Acts directly encouraged 
shipbuilding and all of the allied services 
such as rope-making, and manufacture 


32 


THE CAUSES OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 


of anchor chains, bolts, etc- American 
distilling of rum was on a large scale as 
was also sugar refining. Enormous quan¬ 
tities of forest products were worked up 
and exported to all parts of the empire 
and to South Europe.* Millions of staves 
and shingles were exported annually. 
Much furniture shows in the list of ex¬ 
ports coastwise and to the West Indies. 
Thousands of tons of bread and flour 
were manufactured and exported each 
year. 

The major amount of manufactures, 
however, do not show in the list of ex¬ 
ports as they were produced for domestic 
consumption and were sold within the 
colonies in the immediate vicinity where 
they were made. 

While no case can be made for any 
charge that limitations on colonial manu¬ 
facture were real, the measures discussed 
above were part of the controversy. The 
iron bill carried a potential threat that 
real interference with domestic manu¬ 
factures might be attempted. Thus it 
produced uneasiness in certain circles in 
America. The growth of colonial manu¬ 
factures created a fear in England among 
workers, capitalists, and trading and 
shipping circles that unless this move¬ 
ment were checked in America they 
would lose their best markets and face 
a future of poverty and high taxes. This 
was the fear upon which Americans 
played with their nonimportation agree¬ 
ments. 

Bountdes 

The bounty system certainly was not 
an item of complaint on the part of 
American producers. As the bounty 
policy was one of the most important 
phases of the general mercantile system, 
it is of course included in any general 
denunciation of the industrial and com¬ 


mercial relations of the colonies to the 
mother country. 

The following industries were directly 
dependent upon such bounties: (1) 
naval stores, including tar, pitch, resin, 
turpentine, masts, spars, yards, bow¬ 
sprits, and hemp; (2) lumber; (3) coop¬ 
erage materials made of white oak; (4) 
indigo. The bounties were authorized 
over such periods that producers could 
plan production intelligently, and mer¬ 
chants in England could count on a con¬ 
tinuous, artificially-attracted supply of 
such products over a period of years. By 
1765 the policy of enacting bounty laws 
for periods of only a few years was aban¬ 
doned, and laws were passed fixing 
bounties for periods as great as twenty 
years. The total sums expended by tlie 
British government for bounties on colo¬ 
nial products were very large and ex¬ 
tended over a period of nearly seventy 
years. They were at their highest point 
on the eve of the Revolution and were 
reported by the Comptroller General as 
amounting to £. 186,144 during the years 
1761 to 1776. 

Of the four groups of articles that re¬ 
ceived boxmties, all were produced in 
colonies that revolted; and the sums 
expended by the British government in 
behalf of these industries went wholly to 
the continental group. It was the south¬ 
ern colonies, rather than the northern, 
that benefited most from this policy. 
Naval stores other than masts and spars 
came largely from North Carolina, South 
Carolina, and Georgia. Indigo grew 
chiefly in South Carolina and Georgia, 
and the most desirable lumber and coop¬ 
erage materials were the products of the 
colonies south of Pennsylvania. New 
England supplied mainly masts and 
spars, and the bounty on these was rela¬ 
tively insignificant. 

It should be noted that the policy of 
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granting bounties continued until the 
close of the colonial period. Those on 
lumber and cooperage materials were 
adopted in the reign of George III; in 
fact, the first bounty on such products 
was expected to soften the reception of 
the Stamp Act in America. The framing 
of bounty laws in permanent form was 
also a characteristic feature of the legis¬ 
lation of his reign. No part of the com¬ 
mercial policy was more firmly estab¬ 
lished than that of bounties, and the 
sugar interests advocated them as more 
eflBcient in promoting their favorite 
industry than tariflFs. . . . 

If the bounty policy was a cause of the 
Revolution, it operated in a decidedly 
different way from what has been so 
confidently asserted by those who con¬ 
demn the Navigation Acts. The boimty 
payments were a considerable burden 
upon the exchequer; and, when the load 
of taxes after 1763 became a matter of 
public complaint, the existence of the 
bounties, their continuance, and the im¬ 
pression made upon pubhc opinion by 
the figures of total payments during the 
eighteenth century, became an added 
reason why the people in America, who 
apparently benefited from such bounties, 
should assume their fair share in the 
costs of Empire. 

To the extent that the bounties were 
a burden upon the British taxpayer and 
an excuse for taxation of the colonies by 
the home government, they were a cause 
of the Revolution. They were certainly 
not a cause in the sense that such pay¬ 
ments produced discontent in America. 

Several industries practically disap¬ 
peared at the end of the Revolution 
because they could not exist without 
the bounties. As the beneficiaries of the 
bounty system were essentially all in 
the thirteen continental colonies that 
revolted, it is highly probable that the 


bounty phases of the navigation system 
produced a conservative element of loyal 
supporters of the imperial system —at 
least so far as men permitted themselves 
to be influenced by their direct economic 
interests. There may be a direct relation 
between the British financial encourage¬ 
ment of colonial industries and the 
loyahst movement in America. It was 
definitely strongest in those colonies 
that benefited most directly from this 
practice. 

Preferential Tariffs 

The policy of preferential tariffs and 
export bounties could not have been a 
cause of economic complaint on the part 
of Americans, who thus secured access 
to the best market in Europe on better 
conditions than other producers. There 
was no possible ground for complaint on 
the part of American consumers when 
the British government allowed draw¬ 
backs of its own import and inland 
duties upon goods exported from Eng¬ 
land to file colonies, or when it encour¬ 
aged both production in England and 
colonial consumption by export bounties, 
as it did in many cases. These regula¬ 
tions gave the colonies especially favored 
treatment, and were causes of prosperity 
and not of complaint. 

Influence on General Prospertit 

Were the navigation and trade laws so 
generally burdensome upon the colonies 
as to interfere with their development, 
and thus produce general poverty and 
distress? Again the answer must be neg¬ 
ative; just the opposite condition existed. 
The colonies were prosperous and wages 
of labor were admittedly higher in the 
continental colonies than elsewhere in 
the world. 
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Population in continental America was 
doubling every twenty-five years, while 
in England it was scarcely doubling in a 
century. In fact the population of Eng¬ 
land seems to have doubled only once 
from 1066 to 1600, and again by about 
1760, although a very marked increase 
in population was to characterize the 
reign of George III. In no other section 
of the world was there a white popula¬ 
tion expanding from natural increase so 
rapidly as in continental America. Mar¬ 
riages occurred early and families were 
large. The British colonies on the conti¬ 
nent were attractive to emigrants, espe¬ 
cially from the British Isles, and there 
are numerous references in the British 
periodicals, published in the decade, 
1765 to 1775, to artisans of all kinds 
migrating to the new world. 

Another measinre of their prosperity 
was die expansion of trade that had 
occurred during the eighteenth century. 
Other evidences of wealth were the 
multiplying educational institutions, 
churches, newspapers, magazines, and 
other publications. Many of the finest 
specimens of colonial church architec¬ 
ture date from the period just before the 
Revolution. 

The wealth acquired by American 
merchants and planters was a real cause 
of jealousy on the part of residents in 
the mother country. There had grown 
up in America a new race of untided 
nobility with estates and palaces that 
compared favorably with the possessions 
of the tided classes in England. Their 
houses were not only well, but even 
luxuriously, furnished. Their consump¬ 
tion of British and European goods was 
not limited to necessities, but included 
luxuries of all kinds. The best evidence 
of this is the elaborate offerings of goods, 
including finery of aU lands for both 
men and women, found in the extensive 


advertisements in the newspapers of the 
time. The population of the seaboard 
was no longer clothed in homespun. 
Many men wore silk and velvet regu- 
larly. Joseph Warren had on his usual 
silk waistcoat when he was killed at 
Bunker Hdl. 

One of the best tests of real prosperity 
is the rapidity with which a population 
can smk its public debts following a war. 
The French and Indian War had been a 
real world contest so far as the British 
Empire was concerned. Colonial exer¬ 
tion on the part of the northern colonists, 
especially, had been on a scale not un¬ 
like that of Canada and Australia in the 
last world war. Many of the colonies 
levied heavy taxes during the war, and 
came out with large debts. The total 
colonial debt according to Charles Lloyd, 
who prepared the statistical data for the 
Stamp Act, was £.2,600,000. Yet this was 
sunk so rapidly that in 1765 it was esti¬ 
mated that only £767,000 remained, and 
the greater part of that would be sunk 
by 1767. 

The estimate of the time within which 
the colonies could extinguish their re¬ 
maining obligations was too optimistic; 
but past accomplishments made a pro¬ 
found impression upon people in Eng¬ 
land, who could not hope to reduce their 
ovra national debt to the level of 1754 in 
less than a generation. 

The abihty of the colonies to sink their 
heavy war debts at the rate of about 
twenty per cent a year was a startling 
performance to thoughtful Enghshmen. 
The economic recovery of the American 
continental colonies was not unlike that 
of the United States during the first ten 
years after World War I. The soreness 
of many British taxpayers, as they looked 
forward to long years of heavy taxation 
of their ovsm people, while their fellow 
citizens across the Atlantic would soon 
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be free from all but the lightest taxes, 
especially in view of their belief that the 
war had been fought and the burdens 
incurred for the benefit of the Ameri¬ 
cans, was not unlike the feeling aroused 
over the war debts in the years imme¬ 
diately following World War I. . . . 

No case can be made out for the Navi¬ 
gation Acts as a cause of the Revolution 
on the grounds that such laws were eco¬ 
nomically oppressive and were steadily 
reducing the Americans to a condition 
of hopeless poverty. It is true that evi¬ 
dences of hard times in the colonies may 
be found; but such conditions were peri¬ 
odic and were preceded and followed by 
other periods of over-trading, extrava¬ 
gance, and luxury. There was unques¬ 
tionably high taxation in some of the 
colonies during and after the French and 
Indian War. In places there were price 
readjustments due to deflation and the 
termination of large governmental activ¬ 
ities. Such conditions were not evenly 
distributed. There were times when 
merchants and newspaper publishers 
complained of slow collections; but such 
conditions can be found in any region 
where credit is easy, and they can also 
be found at times in even the most pros¬ 
perous countries. The evidence indicates 
far less depression in the colonies than 
in the home country in the same years. 

It is true that after 1770 there was a 
serious depression in the tobacco busi¬ 
ness in a portion of Virginia, which is 
reflected in the newspapers. In account¬ 
ing for their economic distress and sug¬ 
gesting possible remedies, the planters 
in no case charged their distress to the 
Navigation Acts. Their ideas of what was 
wrong and of proper remedies sound 
strangely modem. They charged their 
economic condition to the too easy credit 
supplied by the Scottish merchants, and 
to Ae organized monopoly of the buyers. 


One writer seriously proposed active co- 
dperative organizations to handle their 
tobacco crops, with paid factors in Brit¬ 
ain to care for their sales and arrange 
for their purchases. 

Professor Andrews^ and Professor 
Schlesinger^ have assembled a good 
many items from the correspondence of 
merchants indicating some economic dis¬ 
tress. Such data, however, are not con¬ 
vincing. The conditions complained of 
are local and periodic where they are 
not due to the chronic absence of an 
adequate medium of exchange. They 
should not be interpreted as indicating a 
general lack of prosperity for America as 
a whole, covering the period between 
1763 and 1775. They more probably in¬ 
dicate that a tidal movement of prosper¬ 
ous and dull times was characteristic of 
American economic life long before the 
formation of the federal government^ 
Conditions for the period as a whole 
must be considered. A country that was 
a Mecca for immigrants; that was import¬ 
ing slaves in large numbers; that was 
rapidly expanding its settled area into 
the back country; that could order from 
overseas expensive marble statues of its 
favorite English politicians as did South 
Carolina and New York; that could 
squander large sums on the public 

^Boston Merchants and the Non Importation 
Movement (Puhlications, Colonial Society of 
Massachusetts, XIX), pp. 180-91. 

3 The Colonial Merchants and the American 
Revolution (New York, 1918), p. 106. 

4 This is practically conceded by Schlesinger in 
Ms account of the economic recovery after 1770. 
Ihid., Chap, vi; Virginia D. Harrington, New 
York Merchants on the Eve of the Revolution, 
describes the periods of vaiying good and hard 
times in New York, but also advances a theory 
that merchants’ letters are a better indication of 
business conditions than are the statistics of 
trade. She states that the bottom of the business 
depression in New York was in 1769, pp. 289- 
319. 
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funeral of a royal governor and bury more rapidly than other countries; and 
him in a sepulcher as elaborate as was whose population cordd live on a far 
accorded to royalty in England; that better scale than similar classes in any 
could find the funds for better church other part of the world; was not suflFering 
buildings than it ever had before in its from economic ills that lead to perma- 
history; that cotdd sink public debts nent poverty. 



Lawretue Henry Gipson: 

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION AS AN 
AFTERMATH OF THE GREAT WAR 
FOR THE EMPIRE, 1754-1763 


Lawrence Henry Gipson, the author of The Coming of the Revolu¬ 
tion, 1763-1775, is best known for his multivolume magnum opus. The 
British Empire Before the American Revolution {19S9—1946). As one 
might guess from the latter title, Gipsons discussion of the events lead¬ 
ing up to the American Revolution is one which emphasizes the larger 
problems of empire that confronted the British governments of this 
period. Professor Gipson, who retired in 1952, taught history at Lehigh 
University. 


G reat wars in modern times have 
■ too frequently been the breeders of 
revolution. The exhausting armed strug¬ 
gles in which France became engaged in 
the latter half of the eighteenth century 
led as directly to the French Revolution 
as did the First World War to the Russian 
Revolution; it may be said as truly that 
the American Revolution was an after- 
math of the Anglo-French conflict in the 
N^w World carried on between 1754 and 
1^63. This is by no means to deny that 
other factors were involved in the launch¬ 
ing of these revolutionary movements. 
Before proceeding with an analysis of the 
theme of this paper, however, it would 


be well to consider the wording of the 
title given to it.* 

Words may be used either to disguise 
or to distort facts as well as to clarify 
them, but the chief task of the historian 
is to illuminate the past. He is faced, 
therefore, with tihe responsibflity of using 
only such words as will achieve this broad 
objective of his calHng and to reject those 
that obscure or defeat it. For this reason 
“the French and Indian War,” as a term 
descriptive of the conflict to which we 

♦ This paper was read before the colonial history 
section of the American Historical Association in 
December 1948 at the Annual Meeting held in 
Washington. 


Reprinted by permission from Political Science Quarterly, LXV, No. 1 (March, 1950). 
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have just referred, has been avoided in 
this essay as well as in the writer’s series 
on the British Empire before the Ameri- 
cen Bevolutiori. This has been done in 
spite of the fact that it has been employed 
by most Americans ever since the early 
days of our Republic and therefore has 
the sanction of long usage as well as the 
sanction of American national tradition 
assigning, as does the latter, to the Revo¬ 
lutionary War a position of such com¬ 
manding importance as to make all other 
events in American history, preceding as 
well as following it, quite subordinate to 
it. In contrast to this traditional interpre¬ 
tation of om history one may affirm that 
the Anglo-French conflict settled nothing 
less than the incomparably vital question 
as to what civilization — what complex 
cultural patterns, what political institu¬ 
tions — would arise in the great Missis- 
sippi basin and the valleys of the rivers 
draining it, a civilization, whatever it 
might be, surely destined to expand to 
the Pacific seaboard and finally to domi¬ 
nate the North American continent. The 
determination of this crucial issue is per¬ 
haps the most momentous event in the 
life of the English-speaking people in the 
New World and quite overshadows in 
importance both the Revolutionary War 
and the later Civil War, events which, it 
is quite clear, were each contingent upon 
the outcome of the earlier crisis. 

A struggle of such proportions, involv¬ 
ing tremendous stakes, deserves a name 
accurately descriptive of its place in the 
history of the English-speaking people, 
and 4e title “the French and Indian 
War,” as suggested, in no way fulfills this 
need. For the war was not, as the name 
would seem to imply, a conflict largely 
between English and French New World 
colonials and their Indian allies, nor was 
it locahzed in North America to the extent 
that the name would appear to indicate. 


In contrast. It was waged both before and 
a ter an open declaration of war by the 
British and French nations with all their 
resources for nine years on three oceans, 
and much of the land washed by the 
waters of them, and it ultimately brought 
in both Spain, allied to France, and Por- 
tagal, allied to Great Britain. While it 
involved, it is true, as the name would 
connote, wilderness fighting, yet of equal, 
not of greater, importance in assessing 
its final outcome was the pouring forth 
of Britain s financial resources in a vast 
program of shipbuilding, in the equip¬ 
ment and support of the British and colo- 
nial armies and the royal navy, and in the 
subsidization both of aUies on the Euro¬ 
pean continent and of the colonies in 
America. If it also involved the reduction 
of the fortress of Louisbourg, Fort Niag¬ 
ara, Fort Duquesne, Quebec and Mont¬ 
real in North America, each in turn to fall 
to British regulars aided by American 
provincial troops, these successes, of great 
significance, were, in fact, really contin¬ 
gent upon the resounding British naval 
victories in the Mediterranean, off the 
Strait of Gibraltar, in the Bay of Biscay, 
and elsewhere, that brought about the 
virtual extinction of the French navy and 
merchant marine and thereby presented 
to France seeking to supply her forces 
in Canada and elsewhere with adequate 
reinforcements and materiel — a logistical 
problem so insoluble as to spell the doom 
of her North American empire and of her 
possessions in India and elsewhere. 

term ^‘the French and Indian 
War meets none of the requirements of 
accurate historical nomenclature, neither 
does the term ‘'the Seven Years' War” — 
a name appropriately enough employed 
by historians to designate the mighty 
conflict that raged for seven years in Ger¬ 
many before its conclusion in the Treaty 
of Hubertusbmrg in 1763. The principals 
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in this war were Prussia, allied with Great 
Britain, Hanover, Brunswick and Hesse, 
facing Austria, most of the Holy Roman 
Empire, Russia and Sweden, all allied 
with France and receiving subsidies from 
her. Although George H, as King of Great 
Britain and Elector of Hanover, in the 
treaty of 1758 with Frederick of Prussia, 
promised not to conclude peace without 
mutual agreement with the latter, and 
although large subsidies were annually 
paid to Prussia as well as to the other 
continental allies out of the British treas- 
my and troops were also sent to Germany, 
it must be emphasized that these aids 
were designed primarily for the protec¬ 
tion of the King’s German Electorate. In 
other words, the British alliance in no 
way supported the objectives of the Prus¬ 
sian King, when he suddenly began the 
German war in 1756 by invading Saxony 

— two years after the beginning of the 
Anglo-French war. In this connection it 
should be borne in mind that throughout 
the Seven Years’ War in Germany Great 
Britain remained at peace with both 
Russia and Sweden and refused therefore 
to send a fleet into the Baltic in spite of 
the demands of Frederick that this be 
done; nor were British land troops per¬ 
mitted to assist him against Austria, but 
only to help form a protective shield for 
Hanover against the thrusts of the French 
armies. For the latter were determined 
not only to overrun the Electorate — 
something that they succeeded in doing 

— but to hold it as a bargaining point to 
be used at the conclusion of hostilities 
with Great Britain, a feat, however, be¬ 
yond their power of accomplishment. 
Closely related and intertwined as were 
the two wars, they were, nevertheless, 
distinct in their beginning and distinct 
in their termination. 

Indeed, while British historians at 
length were led to adopt the nomencla¬ 


ture applied by German and other con¬ 
tinental historians to all hostilities that 
took place between 1754 and 1763 in 
both the Old and New Worlds, American 
historians, by and large in the past, have 
rejected, and rightly so, it seems, the 
name "the Seven Years’ War” to designate 
specifically the struggle during these 
years in North America with the fate of 
that continent at stake; so likewise many 
of them have rejected, as equally inad¬ 
missible, the name "the French and In¬ 
dian War.” Instead, the late Professor 
Osgood employed the title "the Fourth 
Intercolonial War,” surely not a good 
one; George Bancroft called the war "the 
American Revolution: First Phase,” still 
more inaccurate in some respects than 
the names he sought to avoid; Francis 
Parkman, with the flare of a romanticist, 
was at first inclined to call it "the Old 
French War” but finally, under the influ¬ 
ence of the great-man-in-history thesis, 
gave to his two remarkable volumes con¬ 
cerned vdth it the totally misleading 
name, Montcalm and Wolfe; finally, John 
Fiske, the philosopher-historian, as lumi¬ 
nous in his views as he was apt to be care¬ 
less in the details of historical scholar¬ 
ship, happily fastened upon the name 
"the Great War.” In the series on the 
British Empire before the American Rev¬ 
olution the writer has built upon Fiske’s 
title and has called it "the Great War for 
the Empire” in order to emphasize not 
only the fact that the war was a very 
great conflict both in its scope and in 
its lasting eflEects, as Fiske saw it with 
clearness, but also, as a war entered into 
specifically for the defense of the British 
Empire, Riat it was by far the most im¬ 
portant ever waged by Great Britain to 
this end. 

It may be pointed out that later 
charges, especially by American writers, 
that the war was begun by Great Britain 
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Moreover, the motives that tiltimately 
led, after much searching of heart, to its 
retention after its conquest by Great 
Britain were not commercial but strategic 
and had primarily in view the security 
and welfare generally of the older Ameri¬ 
can colonies. 

In view of these facts, not to be con¬ 
fused with surmises, the name “the Great 
War for the Empire” seems to the writer 
not only not inappropriate but among all 
the names heretofore applied to the war 
in question by far the most suitable that 
can be used by one concerned with the 
history of the old British Empire, who 
seeks earnestly to maintain that standard 
of exactness in terminology, as well as in 
other respects, which the public has a 
right to demand of him. 

The description just given of the mo¬ 
tives that led to the Great War for the 
Empire, nevertheless, runs counter, as 
to American national tradition 
and most history that has been written 
by American historians in harmony with 
it. This tradition had a curious begin¬ 
ning. It arose partly out of Pitt’s zealous 
efforts to energize the colonies to prose¬ 
cute the war most actively; but there also 
was another potent factor involved in its 
CTeation. Before the conclusion of hos- 
tffities in 1763 certain powerful commer¬ 
cial interests — centered particularly at 
Newport, Rhode Island, Boston, New 
York Qty, and to a less extent in Phila¬ 
delphia — in a desire to continue an enor¬ 
mously lucrative trade with the French 
West Indies, and therefore with the 
enemy, aU in the face of Pitt’s determina¬ 
tion to keep supplies from the French 
^ed forces operating in the New 
World, began to express themselves in 
terms that implied that the war was 
pecuharly Great Britain’s war and only 
incidentally one that concerned her colo- 
mes and that the French, really friendly 
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to the aspirations of British colonials, 

were opposed only to the mercantilistic 
ambitions of the mother country. By 
1766 ~ just twelve years after the begin¬ 
ning of the war and three years after its 
termination — this extraordinary tradition 
had become so well established that Ben¬ 
jamin Franklin, astonishingly enough, 
could actually assert in his examination 
before a committee of the House of 
Commons: 

I know the last war is commonly spoke of 
here as entered into for the defence, or for 
the sake of the people of America; I think it 
is quite misunderstood. It began about the 
limits between Canada and Nova Scotia, 
about territories to which the crown indeed 
laid claim, but were not claimed by any 
British colony.... We had therefore no par¬ 
ticular concern or interest in that dispute. 
As to the Ohio, the contest there began about 
your right of trading in the Indian country, 
a right you had by the Treaty of Utrecht, 
which the French infringed . . . they took a 
fort which a company of your merchants, and 
their factors and correspondents, had erected 
there to secure that trade. Braddock was sent 
with an army to retake that fort. . . and to 
protect your trade. It was not until after his 
defeat that the colonies were attacked. 
They were before in perfect peace with both 
French and Indians. . . . 

By the beginning of 1768 the tradition 
had been so extended that John Dickin¬ 
son — voicing the popular American view 
in his highly important Letters from a 
Farmer in Pennsylvania^ No. VIII — felt 
that he not only could aflSrm, as did 
Franklin, that the war was strictly Brit¬ 
ain's war and fought for selfish pmposes, 
but could even insist that the acquisition 
of territory in North America as the 
result of it "is greatly injurious to these 
colonies” and that they therefore were 
not under the slightest obligation to the 
mother country. 


But to return to the last phases of the 
Great War for the Empire. The British 
customs oflScials — spurred into unusual 
activity in the face of Pitt’s demand for 
the strict enforcement of the Trade and 
Navigation Acts in order to break up the 
pernicious practice of bringing aid and 
comfort to the enemy — were led to em¬ 
ploy writs of assistance for the purpose 
of laying their hands upon goods landed 
in American ports and secured in ex¬ 
change for American provisions sent for 
the most part either directly or indirectly 
to the French West Indies. Although in 
the midst of hostilities, most of the mer¬ 
chants in Boston showed bitter opposi¬ 
tion to the writs and equally ardent sup¬ 
port of James Otis’ declaration made in 
open court in 1761 that Parliament, act¬ 
ing within the limits of the constitution, 
was powerless to extend the use of these 
writs to America, whatever its authority 
might be in Great Britain. The impor¬ 
tance of this declaration lies not so much 
in its immediate effect but rather in the 
fact that it was indicative of the line of 
attack that not only Otis would subse¬ 
quently follow but also the Adamses, 
Hawley, Hancock, and other popular 
leaders in the Bay colony during the 
developing crisis, in the laying down of 
constitutional restrictions upon the power 
of Parliament to legislate for America. 
Further, it is clear that, even before the 
Great War for the Empire had been ter¬ 
minated, there were those in the province 
who had begun to view Great Britain as 
the real enemy rather than France. 

Just as definitely as was the issue over 
writs of assistance related to the war 
under consideration was that growing 
out of the twopenny acts of the Virginia 
Assembly. In search of funds for main¬ 
taining the frontier defensive forces un¬ 
der the command of Colonel George 
Washington, the Assembly was led to 
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pass in 1755 and 1758 those highly ques 
tion.tble laws as favorable to the tobacco 


as they were indefensibly un- 
j)ist ftj the clergy. Even assuming the 
fact that these laws were war measures, 
arid therefore in a sense emergency meas¬ 
ures, it was inconceivable that the Privy 
Coinifil would permit so palpable a vio¬ 
lation of contractual relations as they 
involved. The royal disallowance of the 
laws in question opened the way for 
Patrick Henry, the year that hostilities 
were terminated by the Peace of Paris, 
not only to challenge in the Louisa 
County courthouse the right of the King 
in Council to refuse to approve any law 
that a colony might pass that in its judg¬ 
ment was a good law, but to afBrm that 
such refusal was nothing less than an act 
of tyranny on the part of the King. It 
was thus resentment at the overturning 
of Virginia war legislation that led to this 
attack upon the judicial authority of re¬ 
view by the Crown - an authority exer¬ 
cised previously without serious protest 
for over a century. It should also be 
noted that the Henry thesis helped to 
lay the foundation for the theory of the 
equality of colonial laws with those 
passed by Parliament, a theory of the 
constitution of the empire that most 
American leaders in 1774 had come to 
accept in arguing that if the King could 
no longer exercise a veto over the acts of 
the legislature of Great Britain, it was 
unjust that he should do so over those of 
the colonial assemblies. 

But the most fateful aftermath of the 
Great War for the Empire, with respect 
to the maintenance of the historic con- 
iwctron between the mother country and 
the colonies, grew out of the problem of 
the control and support not only of the 
vast toans-Appalachian interior, the right 
0 whi A was now confirmed by treaty to 
Great Britain, but of the new acquisitions 


in North America secured from France 
and Spain. Under the terms of the royal 
Proclamation of 1763, French Canada to 
the east of the Great Lakes was organ¬ 
ized as the Province of Quebec; most of 
old Spanish Florida became the Province 
of East Florida; and those areas, previ¬ 
ously held by Spain as well as by France 
to the west of the Apalachicola and to 
the east of New Orleans and its imme¬ 
diate environs, became the Province of 
West Florida. The Proclamation indi¬ 
cated that proper inducements would be 
offered British and other Protestants to 
establish themselves in these new prov¬ 
inces. With respect to the trans-Appa¬ 
lachian region, however, it created there 
a temporary but vast Indian reserve by 
laying down as a barrier the crest of the 
mountains beyond which there should be 
no white settlement except by specific 
permission of the Crown. 

The Proclamation has been repre¬ 
sented not only as a blunder, the result 
largely of carelessness and ignorance on 
the part of those responsible for it, but 
also as a cynical attempt by the British 
niinistry to embody mercantilistic prin- 
ciples in an American land policy that in 
itself ran counter to the charter limits of 
many of the colonies and the interests in 
general of the colonials. Nevertheless, 
this view of the Proclamation fails to take 
into account the fact that it was the off¬ 
spring of the war and that the trans- 
Appalachian aspects of it were an almost 
inevitable result of promises made dur¬ 
ing the progress of hostilities. For both 
in the Treaty of Easton in 1758 with the 
Ohio Valley Indians, a treaty ratified by 
the Crown, and in the asseverations of 
such military leaders as Colonel Bouquet, 
these Indians were assured that they 
would be secure in their trans-Appa¬ 
lachian lands as a reward for deserting 
their allies, the French... As a sign of 
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good faith, the lands lying within the 
bounds of Pennsylvania to the west of 
the mountains, purchased by the Pro¬ 
prietors from the Six Nations in 1754, 
were solemnly released. Thus committed 
in honor in the course of the war, what 
could the Cabinet Council at its termina¬ 
tion do other than it finally did in the 
Proclamation of 1763? But this step not 
only was in opposition to the interests of 
such groups of land speculators as, for 
example, the Patrick Henry group in Vir¬ 
ginia and the Richard Henderson group 
in North Carolina, both of whom boldly 
ignored the Proclamation in negotiating 
with the Cherokee Indians for land 
grants, but also led to open defiance of 
this imperial regulation by frontiersmen 
who, moving beyond the mountains by 
the thousands, proceeded to settle within 
the Indian reserve — some on lands pre¬ 
viously occupied before the beginning of 
the late war or before the great Indian 
revolt in 1763, and others on new lands. 

The Proclamation line of 1763 might 
have become an issue, indeed a most 
formidable one, between the government 
of Great Britain and the colonials, had 
not the former acquiesced in the in¬ 
evitable and confirmed certain Indian 
treaties that provided for the transfer of 
much of the land which had been the 
particular object of quest on the part of 
speculators and of those moving west¬ 
ward from the settled areas to establish 
new homes. Such were the treaties of 
Hard Labor, Fort Stanwix, Lochaber, 
and the modification of the last-named 
by the Donelson agreement with the 
Cherokees in 1771. Nor did the regula¬ 
tion of the trans-Appalachian Indian 
trade create serious colonial irritation, 
especially in view of the failure of the 
government to implement the elaborate 
Board of Trade plan drawn up in 1764. 
The same, however, cannot be said of 


the program put forward by the ministry 
and accepted by Parliament for securing 
the means to maintain order and provide 
protection for this vast area and the new 
acquisitions to the north and south of it. 

Theoretically, it would have been pos¬ 
sible for the government of Great Britain 
to have dropped onto the lap of the old 
continental colonies the entire responsi¬ 
bility for maintaining garrisons at various 
strategic points in North America —in 
Canada, about the Great Lakes, in the 
Ohio and Mississippi valleys, and in East 
and West Florida. In spite, however, of 
assertions made by some prominent colo¬ 
nials, such as Franklin, in 1765 and 1766, 
that the colonies would be able and were 
willing to take up the bm*den of provid¬ 
ing for the defense of America, this, under 
the circumstances, was utterly chimeri¬ 
cal, involving, as it would have, not only 
a vast expenditure of funds but highly 
complicated inter-colonial arrangements, 
even in the face of the most serious inter¬ 
colonial rivalry such as that between 
Pennsylvania and Virginia respecting the 
control of the upper Ohio Valley. The 
very proportions of the task were an in¬ 
superable obstacle to leaving it to the 
colonies; and the colonies, moreover, 
would have been faced by another im¬ 
pediment almost as difficult to surmount 
— the utter aversion of Americans of the 
eighteenth century, by and large, to the 
dull routine of garrison duty. This was 
emphasized by the Massachusetts Bay 
Assembly in 1755 in its appeal to the 
government of Great Britain after Brad- 
dock’s defeat to send regulars to man 
the frontier forts of that province; the 
dispatches of Colonel George Washing¬ 
ton in 1756 and in 1757 respecting the 
shameful desertion of militiamen, ordered 
to hold the chain of posts on the western 
frontier of Virginia in order to check the 
frightful French and Indian raids, sup- 
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port this position, as does the testimony 
in 1757 of Governor Lyttelton of South 
Carolina, who made clear that the in¬ 
habitants of that colony were not at all 
adapted to this type of work. The post¬ 
war task of garrison duty was clearly one 
to be assumed by regulars held to their 
duty under firm discipline and capable 
of being shifted from one strategic point 
to another as circumstances might re¬ 
quire. Further, to be effective, any plan 
for the defense of the new possessions 
and the trans-Appalachian region de¬ 
manded unity of command, something 
the colonies could not provide. Mani¬ 
festly this could be done only through 
the instrumentalities of the mother 
country. 

The British ministry, thus confronted 
with the problem of guaranteeing the 
necessary security for the extended em¬ 
pire in North America, which it was esti¬ 
mated would Involve the annual expendi¬ 
ture of from three to four hundred thou¬ 
sand pounds for the maintenance of ten 
thousand troops — according to various 
estimates made by General Amherst and 
others in 1764 and to be found among 
the Shelburne Papers-was impelled to 
raise the question: Should not the colo- 
■ nials be expected to assume some definite 
part of the cost of this? In view of the 
fact that it was felt not only that they 
were in a position to do so but that the 
stability of these outlying possessions was 
a matter of greater concern and impor¬ 
tance generaUy to them, by reason of 
their proximity, than to the people of the 
mother country three thousand mfies 
^ay, the answer was in the affirmative 
The reason for this is not hard to fathom 
m nine years of war had involved 
Britons in tremendous expenditures In 
spite of very heavy taxation during these 
years, the people were left saddled at the 
termination of hostilities with a national 


debt of unprecedented proportions for 
that day and age of over one hundred 
and forty million pounds. It was neces¬ 
sary not only to service and to retire this 
debt, in so far as was possible, but also 
to meet the ordinary demands of the civil 
government and to maintain the navy at 
a point of strength that would offer some 
assurance that France and Spain would 
have no desire in the future to plan a 
war to recover their territorial losses. In 
addition to all this, there was now the 
problem of meeting the charges neces¬ 
sary for keeping the new possessions in 
North America under firm military con¬ 
trol for their internal good order and for 
protection from outside interference. 

It may be noted that before the war 
the British budget had called for average 
annual expenditures of six and a half 
million pounds; between the years 1756 
and 1766 these expenditures mounted to 
fourteen and a half million pounds a year 
on the average and from the latter date 
to 1775 ranged close to ten million 
pounds. As a result, the annual per capita 
tax in Great Britain, from 1763 to 1775, 
without considering local rates, was many 
times the average annual per capita tax 
in even those American colonies that 
made the greatest contribution to the 
Great War for the Empire, such as Mas¬ 
sachusetts Bay and Coimecticut — with¬ 
out reference to those colonies that had 
done little or nothing in this conflict, and 
therefore had accumulated little in the 
way of a war debt, such as Maryland and 
Georgia. The student of the history of 
the old British Empire, in fact, should 
accept with great reserve statements to 
the contrary — some of them quite irre¬ 
sponsible in nature—made by Ameri¬ 
cans during the heat of the controversy, 
with respect to the nature of the public 
burdens they were obliged to carry in 
the years preceding the outbreak of the 



45 


Gipson • AN AFTERMATH OF THE GREAT WAR FOR THE EMPIRE 


Revolutionary War. In this connection a 
study of parliamentary reimbursement 
of colonial war expenses from 1756 to 
1763 in its relation to public debts in 
America between the years 1763 and 
1775 is most revealing. As to American 
public finance, all that space will here 
permit is to state that there is abundant 
evidence to indicate that, during the five- 
year period preceding the outbreak of 
the Revolutionary War, had the inhabi¬ 
tants of any of the thirteen colonies, 
which therefore included those of Massa¬ 
chusetts Bay and Virginia, been taxed in 
one of these years at the average high 
per capita rate that the British people 
were taxed from 1760 to 1775, the pro¬ 
ceeds of that one year s tax not only 
would have taken care of the ordinary 
expenditures of the colony in question for 
that year but also would have quite liqui¬ 
dated its war debt, so little of which 
remained in any of the colonies by 1770. 
Well may John Adams have admitted in 
1780 what was equally true in 1770; 
‘America is not used to great taxes, 
and the people there are not yet disci¬ 
plined to such enormous taxation as in 
England.’’ 

Assuming, as did the Grenville minis¬ 
try in 1764, the justice of expecting the 
Americans to share in the cost of policing 
the new possessions in North America, 
the simplest and most obvious way, it 
might appear, to secure this contribution 
to a common end so important to both 
Americans and Britons was to request the 
colonial governments to make definite 
grants of funds. This was the requisition 
or quota system that had been employed 
in the course of the recent war. But the 
most obvious objections to it were voiced 
that same year by Benjamin Franklin, 
who, incidentally, was to reverse himself 
the following year in conferring with 


Grenville as the Pennsylvania London 
agent. In expressing confidentially his 
personal, rather than any official, views 
to his friend Richard Jacfeon on June 25, 
1764 he declared: “Quota’s would be 
difficult to settle at first with Equality, 
and would, if they could be made equal 
at first, soon become unequal, and never 
would be satisfactory.” Indeed, experi¬ 
ence with this system in practice, as a 
settled method of guaranteeing even the 
minimum essential resources for the end 
in view, had shown its weakness and 
utter unfairness. If it could not work 
equitably even in war time, could it be 
expected to work in peace? It is, there¬ 
fore, not surprising that this method of 
securing even a portion of the funds re¬ 
quired for North American security 
should have been rejected in favor of 
some plan that presented better pros¬ 
pects of a definite American revenue. 

The plan of last resort to the ministry 
was therefore to ask Parhament to act. 
That GrenviUe, however, was aware that 
serious objections might be raised against 
any direct taxation of the colonials by 
the government of Great Britain is indi¬ 
cated by the caution with which he ap¬ 
proached the solution of the problem of 
securing from America about a third of 
the total cost of its defense. The so-called 
Sugar Act first of all was passed at his 
request. This provided for import duties 
on certain West Indian and other prod¬ 
ucts. Colonial import duties imposed by 
Parliament, at least since 1733, were no 
innovation. But the anticipated yield of 
these duties fell far short of the desired 
one hundred thousand pounds. He there¬ 
fore, in introducing the bill for the 
above Act, raised the question of a stamp 
duty but requested postponement of par¬ 
liamentary action until the colonial gov¬ 
ernments had been consulted. The latter 
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were thereupon requested to make any 
suggestions for ways of raising an Ameri¬ 
can fund that might seem more proper 
to the people than such a tax. Further, 
it would appear-at least, according to 
various London advices published in 
Franklin and Hall’s Pennsylvania Gazette 
- that proposals were seriously consid¬ 
ered by the Cabinet Council during the 
fall of 1764 for extending to the colonies 
representation in Parliament through the 
election of members to the House of 
Commons by various colonial assemblies. 
However, it is quite clear that by the 
beginning of 1765 any such proposals, as 
seem to have been under deliberation by 
toe ministry, had been put aside when 
Grenville at length had become con¬ 
vinced that representation in Parliament 
v^as neither actively sought nor even de¬ 
sired by Americans. For the South Caro- 
hna Commons House of Assembly went 
strongly on record against this idea in 
September 1764 and was foUowed by the 
Virginia House of Burgesses in Decem¬ 
ber. In fact, when in the presence of the 
London colonial agents the minister had 
outlined the objections raised by Ameri¬ 
cans to the idea of such representation 
no one of them, including Franklin, was 
prepared to deny the validity of these 
objections. That he was not mistaken in 
the opposition of Americans at large to 
sending members to Parliament, in spite 
of the advocacy of this by James Otis, is 
clear m the resolutions passed both by 
other colonial assemblies than the ones 
to which reference has been made and 
by the Stamp Act Congress in 1765. In¬ 
deed, m 1768 the House of Representa¬ 
tives of Massachusetts Bay went so far 
m Its famous Circular Letter framed in 
opposition to the Townshend duties as to 
make clear that the people of that colonv 
actually preferred taxation by Parliament 


wi4out representation to such taxation 

With representation. 

When-in view of the failure of the 
colonial governments to suggest any 
practicable, alternate plan for making 
some contribution to the post-war defen¬ 
sive program in North America - Gren¬ 
ville finally urged in Parliament the pas¬ 
sage of an American stamp bill, he acted 
on an unwarranted assumption. This as- 
simphon was - fo paraphrasing the min- 
^®“arks to the colonial agents in 
i/b5 - that opposition to stamp taxes, for 
toe specific purpose in mind, would dis- 
appe^ in America both in light of the 
benefits such provision would bring to 
colonials in general and by reason of the 
plain justice of the measure itself; and 
that, m place of opposition, an atmos¬ 
phere of mutual goodwill would be gen¬ 
erated by a growing recognition on the 
part of Americans that they could trust 
the benevolence of the mother country 
to act with fairness to all within the 
empire. Instead, with the news of the 
passage of the act, cries of British tyranny 
and impending slavery soon resounded 
tooughout the entire eastern Atlantic 
^encan seaboard. What would have 
been the fate of the empire had GrenviUe 
remamed in office to attempt to enforce 
toe act, no one can say. But as members 
of the opposition to the Rockingham min- 
isfry, he and his brother, Earl Temple 
raised their voices - one as a commoner, 
he otoer as a peer - in warning that the 
American colonies would inevitably be 
lost to the empire should Parliament be 
led to repeal the act in the face of colo- 
mal resistance and the pressure of British 
merchants. Had Parliament determined, 
in spite of violence and threats of vio¬ 
lence, to enforce the act, it might have 
meant open rebellion and civil war, ten 
years before it actually occuired. Instead, 
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this body decided to yield and, in spite 
of the passing of the so-called Declara¬ 
tory Act setting forth its fundamental 
powers to legislate on all matters relating 
to the empire, suflFered a loss of prestige 
in the New World that was never to be 
regained. 

But the Stamp Act was not the sole 
object of attack by colonials. To many 
of them not only the Sugar Act of 1764 
but the whole English pre-war trade and 
navigation system was equally, if not 
actually more, obnoxious. Indeed, the 
unusual energy displayed by the navy 
and the customs officials, spurred into 
action by Pitt during the latter years of 
the war — bringing with it the condem¬ 
nation in courts of vice-admiralty of 
many American vessels whose owners 
were guilty of serious trade violations, if 
not greater crimes ~ generated a degree 
of antagonism against the whole body of 
late seventeenth- and early eighteenth- 
century restrictions on commercial inter¬ 
course such as never had previously ex¬ 
isted. It is not without significance that 
the greatest acts of terrorism and destruc¬ 
tion during the great riot of August 1765 
in Boston were directed not against the 
Massachusetts Bay stamp distributor but 
agaiust those officials responsible for en¬ 
couraging and supporting the enforce¬ 
ment, during the late war, of the various 
trade acts passed long before its begin¬ 
ning in 1754. The hatred also of the 
Rhode Island merchants, as a group, 
against the restrictions of the navigation 
system as weU as against the Sugar Act 
of 1764, remained constant. Moreover, 
in December 1766 most of the New York 
merchants, over two hundred in number, 
showed their repugnance to the way that 
this system was functioning by a strongly 
worded petition to the House of Com¬ 
mons in which they enumerated an im¬ 
pressive list of grievances that they asked 


to be redressed. Even Chatham, the great 
friend of America, regarded their peti¬ 
tion Tiighly improper: in point of time 
most absurd, in the extent of their pre¬ 
tensions, most excessive; and in the rea¬ 
soning, most grossly fallacious and offen¬ 
sive.” In fact, all the leading men in 
Great Britain supported the system of 
trade restrictions. 

Nevertheless, the determination of the 
government — in view especially of the 
great financial burdens that the late war 
had placed upon the mother country — 
to enforce it now much more effectively 
than had been done before 1754, and to 
that end in 1767 to pass appropriate 
legislation in order to secure funds from 
the colonies by way of import duties so 
that pubhc officials in America might be 
held to greater accountability when paid 
their salaries by the Crown, could have 
only one result: the combined resistance 
of bhose, on the one hand, opposed to any 
type of taxation that Parliament might 
apply to America and of those, on the 
other, desiring to free the colonies of 
hampering trade restrictions. 

The suggestion on the part of the Con¬ 
tinental Congress in 1774 that Americans 
would uphold the British navigation 
system, if exempted from parliamentary 
taxation, while a shrewd gesture to win 
support in England, had really, it would 
seem, no other significance. For it is 
utterly inconceivable that the Congress 
itself, or the individual colonial govern¬ 
ments, could have set up machinery 
capable of preventing violations of the 
system at will on the part of those whose 
^ancial interests were adversely affected 
by its operation. Moreover, it is obvious 
that, by the time the news had reached 
America that Lord North's ministry had 
secured the passage of the coercive acts 
— for the most part directed against Mas¬ 
sachusetts Bay for the defiant destruction 
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of the East India Company’s tea — lead¬ 
ing colonials, among them Franklin, had 
arrived at the conclusion that Parliament 
possessed powers so very limited with 
respect to the empire that without the 
consent of the local assemblies it could 
pass neither constitutional nor fiscal legis¬ 
lation that affected Americans and the 
framework of their governments. It is 
equally obvious that this represented a 
most revolutionary position when con¬ 
trasted with that held by Franklin and 
the other delegates to the Albany Con¬ 
gress twenty years earlier. For it was in 
1754 that the famous Plan of Union was 
drawn up there and approved by the 
Congress — a plan based upon the view 
that Parliament, and not the Crown, had 
supreme authority within the empire, an 
authority that alone was adequate in 
view of framers of the Plan to bring 
about fundamental changes in the con¬ 
stitutions of the colonies in order legally 
to clothe the proposed union government 
with adequate fiscal as well as other 
powers. 

In accounting for the radical change 
in attitude of many leading colonials be¬ 
tween the years 1754 and 1774 respecting 
the nature of the constitution of the em¬ 
pire, surely among the factors that must 
be weighed was the truly overwhelming 
victoty achieved in the Great War for the 
Empire. This victory not only freed colo¬ 
nials for the first time in the history of 
the English-speaking people in the New 
World from dread of the French, their 
Indian allies, and the Spaniards, but, 
what is of equal significance, opened up 
to them the prospect, if given freedom 
of action, of a vast growth of power and 
wealth with an amazing westward ex¬ 
pansion. Indeed, it is abundantly clear 
that a continued subordination of the 
colonies to the government of Great Brit¬ 
ain was no longer considered an asset in 


the eyes of many Americans by 1774, as 
it had been so judged by them to be in 
1754, but rather an onerous liability. 
What, pray tell, had the debt-ridden 
mother country to offer in 1774 to the 
now geographically secure, politically 
mature, prosperous, dynamic, and self- 
reliant offspring along the Atlantic sea¬ 
board, except the dubious opportunity of 
accepting new, as well as retaining old, 
burdens? And these burdens would have 
to be borne in order to lighten somewhat 
the great financial load that the taxpayers 
of Great Britain were forced to carry by 
reason of obligations the nation had as¬ 
sumed both in the course of the late war 
and at its termination. If many Ameri¬ 
cans thought they had a perfect right to 
profit personally by trading with the 
enemy in time of war, how much more 
deeply must they have resented in time 
of peace the serious efforts made by the 
home government to enforce the elabo¬ 
rate restrictions on commercial inter¬ 
course? Again, if, even after the defeat 
of Colonel Washington at Great Mead¬ 
ows in 1754, colonials such as Franklin 
were opposed to paying any tax levied 
by Parliament for establishing a fund for 
the defense of North America, how much 
more must they have been inclined to 
oppose such taxation to that end with 
the passing in 1763 of the great inter¬ 
national crisis? 

At this point the question must be 
frankly faced: If France had won the 
war decisively and thereby consolidated 
her position and perfected her claims in 
Nova Scotia, as well as to the southward 
of the St. Lawi-ence, in the Great Lakes 
region, and in the Ohio and Mississippi 
valleys, is it at all likely that colonials 
would have made so fundamental a con¬ 
stitutional issue of the extension to them 
of the principle of the British stamp tax? 
Would they have resisted such a tax had 
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Parliament imposed it in order to pro¬ 
vide on an equitable basis the maximum 
resources for guaranteeing their safety, 
at a time when they were faced on their 
highly restricted borders by a militant, 
victorious enemy having at its command 
thousands of ferocious redskins? Again, 
accepting the fact of Britain’s victory, is 
it not reasonable to believe that, had 
Great Britain at the close of the trium¬ 
phant war left Canada to France and 
carefully limited her territorial demands 
in North America to those comparatively 
modest objectives that she had in mind 
at its beginning, there would have been 
no very powerful movement within the 
foreseeable future toward complete colo¬ 
nial autonomy —not to mention Ameri¬ 
can independence? Would not Ameri¬ 
cans have continued to feel the need as 
in the past to rely for their safety and 
welfare upon British sea power and Brit¬ 
ish land power, as well as upon British 
resources generally? In other words, was 
Governor Thomas Hutchinson of Massa¬ 
chusetts Bay far mistaken when, in ana¬ 
lyzing the American situation late in 
1773, he affirmed in writing to the Earl 
of Dartmouth: 

Before the peace [of 1763] I thought noth¬ 
ing so much to be desired as the cession of 
Canada, I am now convinced that if it had 
remained to the French none of the spirit of 
opposition to the Mother Country would 
have yet appeared & I think the effects of it 
[that is, the cession of Canada] worse than 
all we had to fear from the French or Indians. 


In conclusion, it may be said that it 
would be idle to deny that most colo¬ 
nials in the eighteenth century at one 
time or another felt strongly the desire 
for freedom of action in a wider variety 
of ways than was legally permitted be¬ 
fore 1754. Indeed, one can readily un¬ 
cover these strong impulses even in the 
early part of the seventeenth century. 
Yet Americans were, by and large, real¬ 
ists, as were the British, and under the 
functioning of the imperial system from, 
let us say, 1650 to 1750 great mutual 
advantages were enjoyed, with a fair di¬ 
vision, taking everything into considera¬ 
tion, of the financial burdens necessary 
to support the system. However, the 
mounting Anglo-French rivalry in North 
America from 1750 onward, the outbreak 
of hostilities in 1754, and the subsequent 
nine years of fighting destroyed the old 
equilibrium, leaving the colonials after 
1760 in a highly favored position in com¬ 
parison widi the taxpayers of Great 
Britain. Attempts on the part of the 
Crown and Parliament to restore by stat¬ 
ute the old balance led directly to the 
American constitutional crisis, out of 
which came the Revolutionary War and 
the establishment of American independ¬ 
ence. Such, ironically, was the aftermath 
of the Great War for the Empire, a war 
that Britons believed, as the Earl of 
Shelburne affirmed in 1762 in Parliament, 
was begun for the "security of the British 
colonies in N. America. .. 
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W HILE the British Stamp Act of 
1765 greatly contributed to and 
touched off the colonial uprising of 1765- 
1766, the colonists had been brought to 
the brink of rebellion by a number of 
other provocative British measures from 
1/59 to 1764, most of which persisted 
after the Stamp Act was repealed in 1766 
and contributed to the mounting colonial 
discontent culminating in the American 
Revolution of 1775-1783. 

From 1759 to 1763 the chief causes of 
colonial discontent were: 

The Privy Council’s disallowance in 
1759 of an important Virginia act accom¬ 
panied by an order to the Governor of 
the colony forbidding him to sign any 
bill passed by the legislature of the col¬ 
ony repealing or amending an existing 
act, unless the bill contained a clause 
suspending its operation until approved 
by the Privy Council in England. Since 
many acts would be wholly or nearly 
useless if suspended until thus approved, 


this order struck at the very roots of self- 
government in Virginia. Soon afterward 
Massachusetts and South Carolina were 
likewise alarmed by steps taken to ex¬ 
tend the order to these colonies; 

Issuance in 1761 of general ’writs of 
assistance empowering officers of the 
Enghsh customs service in Massachu¬ 
setts to break into and search homes and 
stores for supposed smuggled goods; 

Issuance of an order by the Privy 
Council in 1761 forbidding governors of 
the royal colonies to issue judicial or other 
commissions not revocable at the pleasure 
of the King, an order particularly dis- 
turbing in New York and New Jersey 
because the judges of the Supreme Court 
in these colonies had heretofore been 
granted tenure during good behavior; 

The activities from 1759 onward of 
Thomas Seeker, Archbishop of Canter¬ 
bury, assisted by the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign 
Parts of which he was President, in 
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planting a Church of England mission 
church in Cambridge near Harvard Col¬ 
lege, fountainhead of the Congregational 
clergy in eastern New England; in pro¬ 
curing the disallowance by the Privy 
Council of a Massachusetts act to estab¬ 
lish a Congregational missionary society 
for work among the American Indians; 
and in attempting to secure the estab¬ 
lishment of Church of England bishops 
in the colonies. 

The Treaty of Paris between Great 
Britain and France and Spain, signed at 
Paris in February, 1763, laid the basis for 
re-estabHshing cordial relations between 
Great Britain and the colonies. For the 
colonists were highly pleased and grate¬ 
ful to the British Government, as they 
had every reason to be, for the removal 
of the French threat to the security of 
the British colonies in North America by 
insisting on France’s cession of the whole 
of Canada. But the favorable effect of 
the treaty on colonial opinion was almost 
immediately impaired by fresh and even 
more provocative British measures affect¬ 
ing the colonies. 

The first was a movement in 1763 for 
rigid enforcement of the whole range of 
acts of Parliament restricting colonial 
trade, including the hitherto unenforced 
Sugar Act of 1733 imposing a prohibitive 
duty on imports of foreign colonial 
molasses. The enforcement of this would 
seriously cripple if not destroy the ex¬ 
tremely important trade of the northern 
British colonies with the foreign colonial 
possessions in the West Indies and South 
America. This trade not only furnished 
the molasses which was the backbone of 
the flourishing northern colonial rum in¬ 
dustry and was widely used for sweeten¬ 
ing, but gave northern colonial farmers, 
fishermen and lumbermen a favorable 
market for their surplus farm produce, 
fish and lumber. 


Irritating under any circumstances, 
the new measure was particularly so be¬ 
cause it was implemented by sending a 
squadron of British warships to Ameri¬ 
can waters as an arm of the English 
customs service. Even when British war¬ 
ships were in American waters to defend 
the colonies in time of war, impressment 
of colonial seamen to fill gaps in the 
crews from death and desertion had 
caused serious trouble. Now, with the 
ships in constant attendance on an ob¬ 
noxious mission, impressment and other 
incidents connected with their presence 
were a source of acute friction. 

Rigorous enforcement of the Sugar 
Act was accompanied by rigorous en¬ 
forcement of long unenforced acts of 
Parliament prohibiting (with certain ex¬ 
ceptions ) the cutting of white pine trees 
in the colonies. 

Even more serious and far-reaching 
was the passage by Parliament, in April, 
1764, of an act, the American Act of 
1764, imposing new restrictions on colo¬ 
nial trade and levying taxes in the colo¬ 
nies to support an enlarged British stand¬ 
ing army in America without consulting 
the colonial governments as to the num¬ 
ber or composition and distribution of 
the troops and without offering commis¬ 
sions to any former colonial officers, 
many of whom had served creditably 
in the recent French and Indian War. 
So long as Great Britain paid the entire 
cost of the British forces stationed in 
America, the colonists had htde cause 
for complaint if not consulted on these 
points; but when called upon to support 
or help support the British troops in 
America, it was unreasonable not to give 
them a share in determining the number, 
distribution and kind of troops needed 
for their protection and in the apportion¬ 
ment of commissions. 

The failure to consult the colonial 
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governments was particularly galling be¬ 
cause at the very time the new policy of 
taxing the colonists for the support of the 
British army in America was put into 
effect, the army was miserably failing to 
protect the colonial frontiers from the 
ravages of the western Indians in an up¬ 
rising (Pontiac s Rebellion) attributable 
largely to blunders of the British 
Commander-in-Chief in North America, 
General Sir Jeffrey Amherst. 

Furthermore, though in the Act of 
Union of England and Scotland, the 
Scots were protected not only by repre¬ 
sentation in Parliament but by a provi¬ 
sion permanently limiting the proportion 
of the total land tax to be imposed on 
Scotland, neither the American Act itself 
nor any statement in Parliament concern¬ 
ing it offered assurance that, having 
established the precedent of taxing the 
colonies, Parliament would not shift an 
ever-increasing proportion of the impe¬ 
rial tax burden from British to colonial 
taxpayers. Moreover, since the colonies 
were now to be taxed for imperial pur¬ 
poses, they had reason to expect an offset 
by amelioration of the restrictions im¬ 
posed by Parliament on colonial trade, 
whereas, far from easing existing restric¬ 
tions, Parliament made them more oner¬ 
ous than ever. 

Had the provocative measures from 
1759 to 1764 been distributed over a long 
period, the effect of each might have 
rippled away before the next was felt; 
but, concentrated in the span of a few 
years, all contributed to the colonial fear 
that the British Government would go 
further and further in depriving the 
colonists of the large measure of self- 
government in internal affairs they had 
so long enjoyed and justly valued. 

Tim fear became conviction on Parlia¬ 
ment’s passing the colonial Stamp Act 
of 1765. Warned by a resolution of the 


House of Commons in 1764 and by their 
agents in London that a bill for such an 
act would probably be introduced in the 
next session of Parliament, the legisla¬ 
tures of the leading North American 
colonies petitioned against the proposed 
new act, only to have their petitions 
rejected and the act adopted by an over¬ 
whelming majority in both Houses. This 
was the last straw. There now seemed 
no other way to halt further British en¬ 
croachment on colonial self-government 
than to resist the execution of this latest 
measure, even at the risk of war. 

As indicated by the foregoing discus¬ 
sion, I differ from the view presented by 
Professor Charles Andrews in bf.*; well 
known Presidential address to the Amer¬ 
ican Historical Association in 1925, "The 
American Revolution: An Interpreta¬ 
tion.” The manifestations of colonial dis¬ 
content in the half century preceding 
the Revolution were, said Andrews, "the 
outward and visible signs of an inward 
factual divergence. . . . On one side was 
the immutable stereotyped system of the 
mother country, based on precedent and 
tradition and designed to keep things 
comfortably as they were; on the other, 
a vital, dynamic organism, containing 
the seed of a great nation, its forces 
untried, still to be proved. It is incon¬ 
ceivable that a connection should have 
continued long between two such yoke¬ 
fellows, one static, the other dynamic, 
separated by an ocean and bound only 
by the ties of a legal relationship.” 

To me, on the contrary, it seems rea¬ 
sonably clear that until the adoption of 
the provocative British measures from 
1759 to 1765 described in this book, the 
stereotyped system of British Govern¬ 
ment, based on precedent and tradition 
and designed to keep things comfortably 
as they were, was, on the whole, satis¬ 
factory to the colonial "yokefellows.” 
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Far from being bound only by the ties 
of a legal relationship, they were, in most 
cases, bound also by a powerful bond 
of sentiment woven from many strands: 
a feeling for England as the ancestral 
homeland (“home” as many still called 
it); a strong sense of family kinship with 
its people; a common language, litera¬ 
ture and system of law; loyalty to a com¬ 
mon sovereign. Had the relationship not 
been disturbed by the many new and 
vexing British measures introduced from 
1759 to 1765 and afterward continued or 
renewed, it might, I think, have endured 
(subject to occasional political readjust¬ 
ments notably such as were made a half 
century later in the British Empire and 
in Great Britain itself) for many genera¬ 
tions, perhaps even to this day. . . . 

As to the failure of the island colonies 
and the newly-acquired mainland colo¬ 
nies to resist the Stamp Act, the reasons 
for this are, I think, pretty clear. En¬ 
forcement of the prohibitive duty on for¬ 
eign colonial molasses imposed by the 
Sugar Act of 1733 and perpetuated at a 
lower but still heavy rate by the Ameri¬ 
can Act of 1764, far from injuring the 
West Indians as it did the mainland col¬ 
onists, was for their benefit. Further¬ 
more, Great Britain granted a large tariff 
preference in favor of British colonial 
over foreign sugar, and, since the British 
demand for sugar had long outstripped 
the British colonial sugar supply, the 
tariff differential in favor of British colo¬ 
nial sugar was effective in raising the 
price of sugar in the British market far 
above the world price. Because of its 
costliness to British consumers, the high 
protective tariff in favor of British colo¬ 
nial sugar had long been under fire, and, 
if Parhament was seriously antagonized, 
would almost certainly be reduced or 
repealed. Finally, apart from economic 


considerations there was a compelling 
reason for the British West Indian colo¬ 
nists to remain quiet, since, outnumbered 
seven to one by their slaves and in con¬ 
stant fear and danger of slave insurrec¬ 
tion, they were utterly dependent on the 
continued protection of the British army 
and navy. 

Bermuda, the Bahamas and Nova 
Scotia, though not benefited by the Brit¬ 
ish tariff differential on sugar, were, like 
the West Indian colonies, exceptionally 
dependent on the British navy and army 
for protection. Moreover, they were 
politically and economically backward; 
Nova Scotia received direct financial aid 
from Parliament; and Bermuda and the 
Bahamas were isolated from the currents 
of opinion and protest through which 
the leaders in the mainland colonies 
aroused and encouraged each other. 
Grenada, East Florida and West Florida, 
formed out of the territory ceded by 
France and Spain in 1763, were too 
sparsely peopled and politically unde¬ 
veloped (they did not even have repre¬ 
sentative assemblies yet) to resist. And 
Quebec, the colony formed from eastern 
Canada, though more populous than the 
other new colonies, was equally back¬ 
ward in political development. 

As to the . . . question why so many 
British measures obnoxious to the North 
American colonists were taken at this 
particular time, no summary answer is 
possible.... Many factors were involved. 
The most important, I believe, was the 
distracted state of British politics and 
government following the death in 1760 
of George II, a state attributable chiefly 
to the shift in power from the experi¬ 
enced Duke of Newcastle and William 
Pitt to George Ill’s inexperienced favor¬ 
ite, Lord Bute, and the audacity and art 
of the archdemagogue John Wilkes. . . . 
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O N March 22, 1765, George III gave 
his royal assent to the Stamp Act, a 
stick of imperial dynamite so harmless 
in appearance that it had passed both 
houses of Parliament as effortlessly as 
“a common Turnpike Bill/^ Eleven years 
later, July 2, 1776, the Continental Con¬ 
gress resolved after “the greatest and 
most solemn debate’^* 

That these United Colonies are, and, of 
right, ought to be. Free and Independent 
States; that they are absolved from all alle¬ 
giance to the British crown, and that aU 
political connexion between them, and the 
state of Great Britain, is, and ought to be 
totally dissolved. 

In the tumultuous years between these 
two fateful acts the American colonists, 
at least a sufficient number of them, 
stumbled and haggled their way to a 
heroic decision: to found a new nation 
upon political and social principles that 
were a standing reproach to almost 


every other nation in the world. Not for 
another seven years could they be cer¬ 
tain that their decision had been sound 
as well as bold; only then would the 
mother country admit reluctantly that 
the new nation was a fact of life rather 
than an act of treason. The colonists 
were to learn at Brooklyn and Valley 
Forge that it was one thing to resolve for 
independence and another to achieve it. 

Yet the resolution for independence, 
the decision to fight as a “separate and 
equal” people rather than as a loose asso¬ 
ciation of remonstrating colonials, was as 
much the climax of a revolution as the 
formal beginning of one. The American 
Revolution, like most uprisings that are 
something more than a quick change of 
the palace guard, was a major event in 
intellectual as in political and social his¬ 
tory. The Revolution in fact and law 
recognized by treaty in 1783 would 
never have taken place at all except for 
the revolution in mind and spirit be¬ 
tween 1765 and 1776, and that revolu- 
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tion, as John Adams was later to point 
out, was made possible only by the great 
advances of the colonial period. 

The intellectual history of the Ameri¬ 
can Revolution is therefore largely con¬ 
fined to the years 1765-1776. In this pe¬ 
riod the colonists carried on their critical 
debates, proclaimed their central ideas, 
and reached their one truly revolution¬ 
ary decision: to strike out for themselves 
as an independent repubhc. If the years 
under Washington were those that tried 
mens souls, the years under Samuel 
Adams were those that searched their 
minds. The intellectual history of this 
great event can be narrowed in subject 
matter as well as in time, for it is chiefly 
a history of political ideas. The an¬ 
nounced purpose of the Americans was 
to dissolve the political bands that had 
connected them with England. The cen¬ 
tral problem for the decade was largely 
political in nature, and the search for 
solutions was pushed along political 
lines. Political theory rather than eco¬ 
nomic, religious, or social theory was 
the chief beneficiary of the outpouring 
of speeches, sermons, letters, resolves, 
and pamphlets that greeted each new 
move of the British ministry. . . . 

The American Colonies, 1765-1776 

Conditions in the continental colonies 
in the pre-Revolutionary decade were 
conducive to political thinking of a liber¬ 
tarian character. The colonies expanded 
noticeably in population, settled area, 
and wealth; they expanded even more 
noticeably in political, social, and reli¬ 
gious liberty. Progress and freedom 
were the concerns of the time, and a 
pohtical theory dedicated to progress 
and freedom was an inevitable result. . . . 

Far more significant than this material 
progress was the quickened influence of 


... the "‘factors of freedom.” The “forces 
behind the forces” — the English heri¬ 
tage, the ocean, the frontier, and impe¬ 
rial tension — never worked so positively 
for political liberty as in this decade of 
ferment. Until the last days before inde¬ 
pendence the colonists continued to ar¬ 
gue as Englishmen demanding English- 
rights. The more they acted like Ameri¬ 
cans, the more they talked like English¬ 
men. Heirs of a tradition that glorified 
resistance to tyranny, they moved into 
political combat as English Whigs rather 
than American democrats, reminding the 
world that “it is the pecuHar Right of 
Englishmen to complain when injured.” 
The other basic forces were no less con¬ 
ducive to Hberty. In a situation that 
called desperately for accurate informa¬ 
tion, firm decisions, and resolute admin¬ 
istration, the very distance between Lon¬ 
don and Boston frustrated the develop¬ 
ment of a viable imperial policy. In a 
situation that called no less desperately 
for colonial understanding of the financial 
and imperial diSBculties facing Crown 
and Parliament, the push to the frontier 
weakened the bonds of loyalty to an 
already too-distant land. And the Stamp 
Act and Townshend Acts forced most 
articulate colonists to reduce the old 
conflict of English and American inter¬ 
ests to the simplest possible terms. Since 
some Englishmen proposed to consign 
other Englishmen to perpetual inferior¬ 
ity, was it not simply a question of 
liberty or slavery? 

Political factors of freedom enjoyed 
the sharpest increase in visible influence. 
The ancient struggle between royal gov¬ 
ernor and popular assembly took on new 
vigor and meaning. The depths of ill 
feeling were plumbed in the maneuvers 
and exchanges of Governors Bernard 
and Hutchinson and the Massachusetts 
legislature. The colonial press engaged 
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in more political reporting and specula¬ 
tion in the single year between June 
1765 and June 1766 than in all the sixty- 
odd years since the founding of the 
Boston News-Letter, In early 1765 there 
were twenty-three newspapers in the 
colonies, only two or three of which 
were politically conscious; in early 1775 
there were thirty-eight, only two or three 
of which were not. The spirit of consti¬ 
tutionalism and the demand for written 
constitutions also quickened in the course 
of the great dispute over the undeter¬ 
mined boundaries of imperial power 
and colonial rights. The word 'uncon¬ 
stitutional,” an important adjunct of con¬ 
stitutionalism, became one of America’s 
favorite words. Most important, the 
Stamp Act was a healthy spur to political 
awareness among all ranks of men. 
Wrote John Adams in 1766: 

/' 

^ The people, even to the lowest ranks, have 
become more attentive to their liberties, 
more inquisitive about them, and more de¬ 
termined to defend them, than they were 
ever before known or had occasion to be; 
innumberable have been the monuments 
of wit, humor, sense, learning, spirit, patri¬ 
otism, and heroism, erected in the several 
provinces in the course of this year. Their 
counties, towns, and even private clubs and 
sodalities have voted and determined; their 
merchants have agreed to sacrifice even 
their bread to the cause of liberty; their 
legislatures have resolved; the united colo¬ 
nies have remonstrated; the presses have 
everywhere groaned; and the pulpits have 
thundered. 

The thundering pulpit, an old and 
faithful servant of American freedom, 
set out to demonstrate anew the aflBnity 
of religious and political liberty. Bump¬ 
tious Protestantism vied with temperate 
rationalism as spurs to disestablishment 
and liberty of conscience. Conditions for 


the final triumph of unqualified religious 
liberty grew more favorable in this un¬ 
settled decade. So, too, did conditions 
of economic independence. The over-all 
state of the American economy lent im¬ 
pressive support to radical claims that 
the colonies would get along just as well, 
if not better, outside the protecting con¬ 
fines of British mercantilism- In wealth, 
resources, production, ingenuity, and 
energy the Americans were fast ap¬ 
proaching the end of the colonial line. 

The broad social trends continued 
through the pre-Revolutionary decade. 
In every colony the middle class formed 
the nucleus of the patriot party, and in 
Boston it attained a position of com¬ 
manding political influence. The aristoc¬ 
racy split into opposing camps, but the 
Lees of Virginia and the Livingstons of 
New York are reminders that a decisive 
share of patriotic leadership feU to the 
American aristocrat. The political storms 
of the decade, which deposited power in 
new hands in almost every colony, did 
much to stimulate social mobility and 
class conflict. The career of the Sons of 
Liberty attests the growing fluidity of 
colonial society; the uprisings of the 
"Paxton Boys” in Pennsylvania and the 
Regulators in North Carolina attest 
the heightened tensions of class and 
section. 

Finally, the colonial mind took rapid 
strides forward in this period, not alone 
in the field of political thought. Deism, 
rationalism, and the scientific spirit 
claimed ever-increasing numbers of men 
in positions of leadership. The cult of 
virtue enjoyed a vogue even more in¬ 
tense than in the colonial period. The 
arts showed new signs of indigenous 
strength. The sharp increase in the num¬ 
ber of newspapers was matched by an 
even sharper increase in the output of 
books and pamphlets. Three new col- 
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leges opened their doors to eager stu¬ 
dents, and King's and the Philadelphia 
Academy instituted the first American 
medical schools. Despite all the shout¬ 
ing about English rights and ways, the 
colonial mind was growing steadily less 
English and more American. By the 
standards of the old world, it was a mind 
not especially attractive, not least be¬ 
cause it was setting out at last to find 
standards of its own. 

The American colonies moved fast and 
far between 1765 and 1776. While the 
King fumed, the ministry blundered, 
assemblies protested, mobs rioted, and 
Samuel Adams plotted, the people of the 
colonies, however calm or conWsed the 
political situation, pushed steadily ahead 
in numbers, wealth, self-reliance, and 
devotion to liberty. The political theory 
of the American Revolution can be 
understood only within this context of 
material and spiritual progress. It was a 
theory dedicated to ordered liberty, for 
liberty was something most Americans 
already enjoyed. . . . 

The Problem of the American 
Spokesmen 

American leaders . . . had two ends in 
view as they maneuvered their way 
through this confusing decade: one im¬ 
mediate, to resist and seek repeal of each 
oppressive act of Parliament or related 
policy of the ministry; and one long- 
range, to find the proper place for the 
colonies within the protecting pale of 
the rising British empire. In the first 
instance, the prime constitutional issue 
was the power of Parliament to tax the 
colonies; in the second, and ultimately 
more important and perplexing, it was 
the power of Crown and Parliament 
togedier to govern them, whether by 
taxation, legislation, supervision, inspec¬ 


tion, royal veto, or other means. The 
chief constitutional problem was there¬ 
fore to find the line, if such there was, 
between the general authority of Parlia¬ 
ment and special authority of each as¬ 
sembly, between total submission and 
independence. We cannot investigate 
the political theory of the Revolution 
unless we first recall this great problem 
in constitutional theory, the organization 
of the British Empire, for at every stage 
of the imperial controversy the Ameri¬ 
cans appealed to first principles in sup¬ 
port of their current constitutional stand. 
Political theory justified the first show of 
resistance; political theory was the final 
answer to the constitutional problem. 
Government by consent and the rights of 
man were the only theoretical founda¬ 
tion upon which independence could be 
based. 

It is impossible to fix precisely the 
state of American opinion at any given 
time concerning the confused relation¬ 
ship between England and the colonies. 
Men who shared die same political views 
found themselves in clear if amiable dis¬ 
agreement over the central constitutional 
issue. Some shifted their opinions from 
one crisis to the next, driving one author 
to protest, "‘Shall we, Proteus-like, per¬ 
petually change our ground, assume 
every moment some new and strange 
shape, to defend, to evade?" Others, 
notably James Otis and Richard Bland, 
expressed two or three different inter¬ 
pretations in one pamphlet. Few Ameri¬ 
cans voiced their opinions in words that 
meant the same thing to all men. The 
problem of locating the line was a for¬ 
midable one, principally because few 
men had ever tried to locate it before 
except in terms of subjection or inde¬ 
pendence. The result was a discourag¬ 
ing confusion of language and opinion. 
The most we can say is that all patriots 
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began with a hazy belief in home rule 
quite opposed to the assumptions of the 
Stamp and Declaratory Acts, and moved 
at different speeds in the direction of a 
dominion theory of the British Empire. 
At least seven different solutions to the 
problem of imperial organization were 
brought forward at one time or another 
during this period. 

COMPLETE SUBJECTION AND VIRTUAL REP¬ 
RESENTATION. The doctrine of the De¬ 
claratory Act — that the King in Parlia¬ 
ment had “full power and authority to 
make laws and statutes of sufficient force 
and validity to bind the colonies and 
people of America, subjects of the 
Crown of Great Britain, in all cases 
whatsoever” — was apparently acceptable 
to only one leader of American thought, 
James Otis, and even he was not entirely 
convinced 

that the Parliament of Great-Britain hath a 
just, clear, equitable and constitutional right, 
power and authority, to bind the colonies, 
by all acts wherein they are named. 

Nowhere else in patriot literature, cer¬ 
tainly after 1765, was the Tory dogma of 
complete subjection treated with any 
attitude but contempt. 

The chief historical interest of this 
dogma lies in the corollary through 
which ministerial supporters tried to 
make it palatable to colonial tastes: vir¬ 
tual representation. This argument was 
designed to silence the cry of “no taxa¬ 
tion without representation” by reviving 
and extending the ancient fiction that all 
Englishmen, whether enfranchised or 
not, were virtually represented in Parlia¬ 
ment. The colonies, asserted Tory writ¬ 
ers, stood in the same constitutional and 
practical position as the cities of Man¬ 
chester and Sheffield. That they elected 
no representatives did not mean they 


were unrepresented and tlierefore taxed 
without their consent, for each member 
of the House of Commons, whether from 
London or Old Samm, represented the 
interests of all Englishmen, 

Our nation is represented in parliament 
by an assembly as numerous as can well 
consist with order and dispatch, chosen by 
persons so differently qualified in different 
places, that the mode of choice seems to be, 
for the most part, formed by chance, and 
settled by custom. Of individuals far the 
greater pait have no vote, and of the voters 
few have any personal knowledge of him to 
whom they intrust their liberty and fortune. 

Yet this representation has the whole ef¬ 
fect expected or desired; that of spreading 
so wide the care of general interest, and the 
participation of publick counsels, that the 
advantage or corruption of particular men 
can seldom operate with much injury to the 
Publick. 

For this reason many populous and opu¬ 
lent towns neither enjoy nor desire particu¬ 
lar representatives; they are included in the 
general scheme of pubHc administration, and 
cannot suffer but with the rest of the empire. 

It is urged that the Americans have not 
the same security, and that a British legis¬ 
lator may wanton with their property; yet 
if it be true, that their wealth is our wealth, 
and that their ruin will be our min, the par¬ 
liament has the same interest in attending to 
them, as to any other part of the nation. 
The reason why we place any confidence in 
our representatives is, that they must share 
in the good or evil which their counsels shall 
produce. Their share is indeed commonly 
consequential and remote; but it is not often 
possible that any immediate advantage can 
be extended to such numbers as may prevail 
against it. We are therefore as secure 
against intentional depravations of govern¬ 
ment as human wisdom can make us, and 
upon this security the Americans may ven¬ 
ture to repose. 

The American answer to virtual repre- 
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sentation was a mixture of irritation and 
contempt. privileges are all vir- 

tual^^ shouted Arthur Lee, “our suffer¬ 
ings are reair Most writers rejected in 
just such a sentence or paragraph the 
sophistry of virtual representation, refus¬ 
ing to ignify it with lengthy rebuttal. 
James Otis spoke the colonial mind when 
he rattled off his famous retort: 

To what purpose is it to ring everlasting 
changes to the colonists on the cases of 
Manchester, Birmingham and Sheffield, who 
return no members? If those now so con¬ 
siderable places are not represented, they 
ought to be. ... It may perhaps sound 
strangely to some, but it is in my most hum¬ 
ble opinion as good law and as good sense 
too, to affirm that all the plebeians of Great- 
Britain are in fact or virtually represented in 
the assembly of the Tuskaroras, as that aU 
the colonists are in fact or virtually repre¬ 
sented in the honourable house of Commons 
of Great-Britain. 

A few colonists took the doctrine of 
virtual representation seriously enough 
to refute it with a careful show of history 
and logic. The most convincing objector 
was Daniel Dulany the younger, later to 
become a loyalist, who devoted some of 
the best pages of his early pamphlet on 
taxation to demohshing virtual represen¬ 
tation. This doctrine, he asserted, “con¬ 
sists of Facts not true, and of Conclu¬ 
sions inadmissible,” and “is a mere Cob¬ 
web, spread to catch the unwary, and 
entangle the weak.” The key paragraph 
of his argument was this. 

There is not that intimate and inseparable 
Relation between the Electors of Great- 
Britain and the Inhabitants of the Colonies, 
which must inevitably involve both in the 
same Taxation; on the contrary, not a single 
actual Elector in England, might be imme¬ 
diately affected by a Taxation in America, 
imposed by a Statute which would have a 


general Operation and Effect, upon the 
Properties of the Inhabitants of the Colonies. 
The latter might be oppressed in a Thou¬ 
sand Shapes, without any Sympathy, or ex¬ 
citing any Alarm in the former. Moreover, 
even Acts, oppressive and injurious to the 
Colonies in an extreme Degree, might be¬ 
come popular in England, from the Promise 
or Expectation that the very Measures which 
depressed the Colonies, would give Ease to 
the Inhabitants of Great-Britain. It is in¬ 
deed true, that the Interests of England and 
the Colonies are allied, and an Injury to the 
Colonies produced into aU its Consequences, 
will eventually affect the Mother Country, 
yet these Consequences being generally re¬ 
mote, are not at once foreseen; they do not 
immediately alarm the Fears, and engage 
the Passions of the English Electors, the 
Connection between a Freeholder of Great 
Britain, and a British American being de- 
ducible only through a Train of Reasoning, 
which few will take the Trouble, or can 
have an Opportunity, if they have Capacity 
to investigate; wherefore the Relation be¬ 
tween the British Americans, and the Eng¬ 
lish Electors, is a Knot too infirm to be reHed 
on as a competent Security, especially 
against the Force of a present, counteracting 
Expectation of Relief. 

Richard Bland, Maurice Moore of 
North Carolina, Edward Bancroft, John 
Dickinson, Arthur Lee, and an anony¬ 
mous pamphleteer who may have been 
Samuel Cooper were other dissenters 
from this doctrine. 

REPRESENTATION IN PARLIAMENT. One 
small band of patriots, for whom Otis 
and Franklin were spokesmen, proposed 
that the colonies be “represented in some 
proportion to their number and estates, 
in the grand legislature of the nation.” 
In his Right of the British Colonies Otis 
wrote: 

A representation in Parliament from the 
several Colonies, since they are become so 
large and numerous, as to be called on not 
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to maintain provincial government, civil and 
militaiy among themselves, for this they 
have chearfully done, but to contribute 
towards the support of a national standing 
army, by reason of the heavy national debt 
. . . can’t be tho’t an unreasonable thing, nor 
if asked, could it be called an immodest re¬ 
quest. . .. Besides the equity of an American 
representation in parliament, a thousand ad¬ 
vantages would result from it. It would be 
the most eflFectual means of giving those of 
both countries a thorough knowledge of each 
others interests; as well as that of the whole, 
which are inseparable. 

Neither Otis nor Franklin advanced 
this solution with any real show of con¬ 
viction, for it proved equally distasteful 
to leaders and led on both sides of the 
ocean. The equity of American repre¬ 
sentation was not admitted by Parlia¬ 
ment, the advantages were not at all 
clear to the colonists. The arguments of 
the Adamses were representative of an 
overwhelming colonial opinion. Samuel 
Adams wrote to the colony’s agent in 
1765: 

We are far however from desiring any 
Representation there, because we think the 
Colonies cannot be equally and fully repre¬ 
sented; and if not equally then in Effect not 
at all. A Representative should be, and con¬ 
tinue to be well acquainted with the internal 
Circumstances of the People whom he rep¬ 
resents. . . . Now the Colonies are at so 
great a Distance from the Place where the 
Parliament meets, from which they are sepa¬ 
rated by a wide Ocean; and their Circum¬ 
stances are so often and continually varying, 
as is the Case in all Countries not fully set¬ 
tled, that it would not be possible for Men, 
tho’ ever so well acquainted with them at 
the Beginning of a Parliament, to continue 
to have an adequate Knowledge of them 
during the Existence of that ParKament. 

And John Adams queried his readers in 
1775: 


Would not representatives in the house 
of commons, unless they were numerous in 
proportion to the numbers of people in 
America, be a snare rather than a blessing? 

Would Britain ever agree to a proportion- 
able number of American members; and if 
she would, could America support the ex¬ 
pense of them? 

Could American representatives possibly 
know the sense, the exigencies, &c. of their 
constituents, at such a distance, so perfectly 
as it is absolutely necessary legislators should 
know? 

Could Americans ever come to the knowl¬ 
edge of the behavior of their members, so 
as to dismiss the unworthy? 

Would Americans in general ever submit 
to septennial elections? 

Have we not sufBcient evidence, in the 
general frailty and depravity of human na¬ 
ture . . . that a deep, treacherous, plausible, 
corrupt minister would be able to seduce 
our members to betray us as fast as we could 
send them? 

Imperial federation was unacceptable 
to colonial minds on historical, psycho¬ 
logical and practical grounds. To send 
a few representatives to England would 
serve only to legalize parliamentary tax¬ 
ation, not prevent it. 

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL TAXATION. The 

threat and passage of the Stamp Act 
evoked the first unsuccessful attempt to 
locate a fixed line between parHamentary 
and provincial power; the distinction be¬ 
tween excise taxes (internal taxation) 
and custom duties (external taxation). 
Although recent researches have demon¬ 
strated that this formula was neither so 
clear-cut nor popular as historians have 
hitherto assumed, many Americans did 
subscribe to the general notion that Par¬ 
liament had the right to pass the Sugar 
Act but not the Stamp Act. The protests 
and pamphlets of 1765-1766 did not ex¬ 
press this distinction so clearly as they 
might have, principally because the colo- 
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nists saw no reason to approve a bad act 
in order to destroy an evil one. They 
talked a great deal about internal taxa¬ 
tion, since that is what they were deny¬ 
ing. They talked very little about exter¬ 
nal taxation, since to approve it positively 
was not essential to their arguments and 
to deny it flatly was not yet essential to 
their liberties. Therefore, while they 
resisted the Stamp Act, attacking it on 
grounds of unconstitutionality, they ac¬ 
quiesced in the Sugar Act, attacking it 
on grounds of inexpediency. 

Actually, the distinction was quite un¬ 
tenable, and many leading Americans 
shunned it from the beginning. Otis, the 
lone wolf who argued against British 
policies while conceding their constitu¬ 
tionality, asserted flatly that "there is no 
foundation for the distinction some make 
in England, between an internal and an 
external tax on the colonies,'' and added 
"that the Parliament of Great-Britain has 
a just and equitable right, power and 
authority, to impose taxes on the colo¬ 
nies, internal and external, on lands, as 
well as on trade” But English friends 
of America found this formula so useful 
that they converted it into a working 
principle of the imperial constitution. 
Enough had been said about "internal 
taxes" in official resolutions and in pam¬ 
phlets like Dulany's Considerations, 
Bland's Inquiry, and Stephen Hopkins's 
Grievances to convince Pitt —and in¬ 
deed Franklin — that the colonists had 
adopted the distinction as their own key 
to the imperial relationship. The impli¬ 
cations of Dulany's widely read argu¬ 
ment, which did not even use the phrase 
"external taxes," were good enough for 
Pitt. Having cut through Dulany's con¬ 
fusion to an interpretation that suited his 
own ends, he could blow down an 
obstreperous but also more perceptive 
member with the annoyed remark, "If 


the gentleman does not understand the 
difference between internal and external 
taxes, I cannot help it." Whether Ameri¬ 
can or English in origin, the distinction 
was unworkable, as Charles Townshend 
was soon to demonstrate. 

TAXATION FOR REVENUE AND TAXATION 
FOR REGULATION OF TRADE. In the course 
of his examination before the House of 
Commons February 13, 1766, Franklin 
was asked if his countrymen had given 
much thought to the supposed distinc¬ 
tion between internal and external taxa¬ 
tion. "They never have hitherto," he 
answered, adding: 

Many arguments have been used here to 
shew them, that there is no difference, and 
that, if you have no right to tax them inter¬ 
nally, you have none to tax them externally, 
or make any other law to bind them. At 
present they do not reason so; but in time 
they may possibly be convinced by these 
arguments. 

Franklin, the public Franklin, was 
behind the onward surge of American 
opinion. Many colonists were already 
convinced that there was no distinction 
between these two forms of taxation. 
The Townshend duties, which were 
based squarely on the distinction, forced 
them now to deny it positively. 

Townshend's error, of course, had 
been to announce in the legislation itself 
that the revenues from these duties 
would be used for a specific and highly 
unpopular purpose. Many Americans 
now raised a new distinction, already 
implicit in numerous resolves and pam¬ 
phlets, between taxation for revenue 
(unconstitutional) and taxation as part 
of a scheme for regulating imperial trade 
(constitutional). The area of unconsti¬ 
tutionality was expanded to include not 
only all internal taxes but those external 
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taxes which were designed to produce 
revenue. The chief spokesman for this 
solution was John Dickinson. In his fan¬ 
tastically popular “Letters from a Farmer 
in Pennsylvania” he stated the new doc¬ 
trine in these words: 

The parliament unquestionably possesses 
a legal authority to regulate the trade of 
Qreat-Britain, and all her colonies. Such an 
authority is essential to the relation between 
a mother country and her colonies; and 
necessary for the common good of all. . . . 

I have looked over every statute relating 
to these colonies, from their settlement to 
this time; and I find every one of them 
founded on this principle, till the Stamp-Act 
administration. All before, are calculated to 
regulate trade, and preserve or promote a 
mutually beneficial intercourse between the 
several constituent parts of the empire; and 
though many of them imposed duties on 
trade, yet those duties were always imposed 
with design to restrain the commerce of one 
part, that was injurious to another, and thus 
to promote the general welfare. The raising 
a revenue thereby was never intended. Thus 
the King, by his judges in his courts of jus¬ 
tice, imposes fines which all together amount 
to a very considerable sum, and contribute 
to the support of government. But this is 
merely a consequence arising from restric¬ 
tions, that only meant to keep peace, and 
prevent confusion; and surely a man would 
argue very loosely, who should conclude 
from hence, that the King has a right to levy 
money in general upon his subjects. Never 
did the British parHament, till the period 
above mentioned, think of imposing duties 
in America, for the purpose of raising a 

REVENUE. . . . 

Here [in the Townshend Acts] we may 
observe an authority expressly claimed and 
exerted to impose duties on these colonies; 
not for the regulation of trade; not for the 
preservation or promotion of a mutually 
beneficial intercourse between the several 
constituent parts of the empire, heretofore 
the sole objects of parliamentary institu¬ 


tions; but for the single purpose of levying 
money upon us. 

This I caU an innovation; and a most dan¬ 
gerous innovation. 

The difficulty with this distinction, as 
critics on both sides of the ocean were 
quick to point out, could be framed in 
the simple question: What if a trade 
regulation should produce revenue? To 
this Dickinson answered: 

The nature of any impositions laid by 
parliament on these colonies, must deter¬ 
mine the design in laying them. It may not 
be easy in every instance to discover that 
design. Wherever it is doubtful, I think 
submission cannot be dangerous; nay, it 
must be right; for, in my opinion, there is no 
privilege these colonies claim, which they 
ought in duty and prudence more earnestly 
to maintain and defend, than the authority 
of the British parliament to regulate the 
trade of all her dominions. 

The criterion of intent satisfied no one 
for long. Radical colonists were anxious 
to erect a constitutional barrier that left 
a good deal less scope to parliamentary 
discretion. Defenders of the English 
point of view asserted that it was “only a 
pretense under which to strip Parliament 
of all jurisdiction over the colonies.” 
Dickinsons legalistic attempt to give 
precision to a vague boundary was 
doomed to failure. Yet until the end of 
the decade patriot writers made use of 
the distinction between taxation for rev¬ 
enue and “impositions” for regulation of 
trade. 

DENIAL OF TAXATION; HOME RULE. The 
next step beyond Dickinson, to which 
less cautious men had already pushed, 
was a doctrine of home rule that denied 
taxation of any description and admitted 
legislation only for concerns clearly im¬ 
perial in nature. Clear-sighted men in 
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both camps had already pointed to the 
absurdity of considering internal taxa¬ 
tion and internal legislation as two dif¬ 
ferent things, realizing that laws could 
do more than taxes to correct or impair 
the situation created by salutary neglect. 
Several toughminded legislatures had 
seized upon the Stamp Act to voice con¬ 
stitutional objections to parliamentary 
legislation 'respecting their internal 
Polity,” and some movers of these reso¬ 
lutions had gone on to expand upon this 
point in the first searching pamphlets. 
This, for example, was the general if 
confused position taken by Richard 
Bland in his Inquiry. It was a position 
implicit in many later resolutions and 
pamphlets, especially after such shows 
of force as the act suspending the New 
York Assembly; it was the position finally 
adopted by conservative patriots like 
John Dickinson. His Essay on the Con- 
stitutional Power, published in July 1774, 
was the best and final statement of the 
doctrine of home rule, of exemption from 
Parliament’s power to tax at all and to 
legislate on matters not clearly imperial 
in scope. 

A DOMINION THEORY OF THE BRITISH EM¬ 
PIRE. By 1773 Governor Hutchinson of 
Massachusetts had lost both his good 
will and perspective. 'T know of no line,” 
he wrote to the Massachusetts legisla¬ 
ture, “that can be drawn between the 
supreme authority of Parliament and the 
total independence of the colonies: it is 
impossible there should be two inde¬ 
pendent Legislatures in one and the 
same state.” “If there be no such line,” 
answered the lower house, with the help 
of John Adams, “the consequence is, 
either that the colonies are the vassals of 
the Parliament, or that they are totally 
independent.” But there was yet a third 
possibility: the union of the colonies and 


England “in one head and common 
Sovereign.” Thus, under pressure of 
events at home and abroad, die colonists 
arrived at a final theory of imperial 
organization that was still one step short 
of independence. 

This dominion theory of the empire, 
which held simply and prophetically that 
the only tie between the colonies and 
England was a common sovereign, had 
been long in the making. As early as 
1765 men were reaching out for this radi¬ 
cal solution, and in 1768 Franklin could 
reflect: 

The more I have thought and read on the 
subject, the more I find myself confirmed in 
opinion, that no middle doctrine can be weU 
maintained, I mean not clearly with intelli¬ 
gible arguments. Something might be made 
of either of the extremes; that Parliament 
has a power to make all laws for us, or that 
it has a power to make no laws for us; and 
I think the arguments for the latter more 
numerous and weighty, than those for the 
former. Supposing that doctrine established, 
the colonies would then be so many separate 
states, only subject to the same king, as 
England and Scotland were before the 
union. 

By 1770 Franklin was no longer in 
doubt, nor, for that matter, were several 
other leaders of the American cause. Not 
until 1774, however, was the dominion 
theory put forward without apologies or 
qualifications. John Adams’s “Novang- 
lus,” Jefferson’s Summary View, Hamil¬ 
ton’s The Farmer Refuted, and James 
Iredell’s “To the Inhabitants of Great 
Britain” aU arrived simultaneously at 
these conclusions: that the power of 
Parliament to lay taxes or pass laws for 
the colonies was “none at all”; that the 
colonies had voluntarily, by “free, 
cheerful consent,” allowed Parliament the 
“power of regulating trade”; and that the 
“fealty and ^egiance of Americans” was 
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due only “to the person of King George 
III, whom God long preserve and pros¬ 
per.” The most brilliant statement of 
this radical position was James Wilsons 
Considerations on the Nature and Extent 
of the Legislative Authority of the Brit¬ 
ish Parliament. The future justice of the 
Supreme Court rested the case for Amer¬ 
ican equality not only on law and history, 
but on “natural right,” “the principles of 
liberty,” and “the happiness of the colo¬ 
nies as well. Wilson’s opening passage 
tells us graphically of the pains with 
which men like Wilson, Franklin, and 
John Adams groped in good faith for a 
line between parliamentary and provin- 
cial power: 

The following sheets were written dur¬ 
ing the late non-importation agreement: but 
that agreement being dissolved before they 
were ready for the press, it was then judged 
unseasonable to publish them. Many will, 
perhaps, be surprised to see the legislative 
authority of the British parliament over the 
colonies denied in every instance. Those the 
writer informs, that, when he began this 
piece, he would probably have been sur¬ 
prised at such an opinion himself; for that it 
was the result, and not the occasion, of his 
disquisitions. He entered upon them with a 
view and e^ectation of being able to trace 
some constitutional line between those cases 
in which we ought, and those in which we 
ought not, to acknowledge the power of 
p^liament over us. In the prosecution of 
his inquiries, he became fully convinced that 
such a line does not exist; and that there 
can be no medium between acknowledging 
and denying that power in all cases. Which 
of these two alternatives is most consistent 
with law, with the principles of Hberty, and 
with the happiness of the colonies, let the 
publick determine. 

His closing paragraphs mark the aban¬ 
donment of the attempt to admit Parlia¬ 
ment to some sort of authority over the 


colonies. It was now considered "repug¬ 
nant to the essential maxims of jurispru¬ 
dence, to the ultimate end of all govern¬ 
ments, to the genius of the British con¬ 
stitution, and to the liberty and happi¬ 
ness of the colonies, that they should be 
bound by the legislative authority of the 
parliament of Great Britain.” 

There is another, and a much more rea¬ 
sonable meaning, which may be intended 
by the dependence of the colonies on Great 
Britain. The phrase may be used to denote 
the obedience and loyalty, which the colo¬ 
nists owe to the kings of Great Britain. 

Those who launched into the unknown 
deep, in quest of new countries and habita¬ 
tions, stiU considered themselves as subjects 
of the English monarchs, and behaved suit¬ 
ably to that character; but it no where ap¬ 
pears, that they still considered themselves 
as represented in an English parliament, or 
that they thought the authority of the Eng¬ 
lish parliament extended over them. They 
took possession of the country in the kings 
name: they treated, or made war with the 
Indians by his authority: they held the lands 
under his grants, and paid him the rents 
reserved upon them: they established gov¬ 
ernments under the sanction of his preroga¬ 
tive, or by virtue of his charters: — no appli¬ 
cation for those purposes was made to the 
parliament: no ratification of the charters or 
letters patent was solicited from that assem¬ 
bly , as is usual with England with regard to 
grants and franchises of much less impor¬ 
This is a dependence, which they have 
acknowledged hitherto; which they ac- 
Imowledge now; and which, if it is reason¬ 
able to judge of the future by the past and 
the present, they will continue to acknowl¬ 
edge hereafter. . . . 

From this dependence . . . arises a strict 
comexion between the inhabitants of Great 
Britain and those of America. They are 
feUow subjects; they are under aUegiance to 
the same prince; and this union of allegiance 
naturally produces a union of hearts. It is 
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also productive o£ a union of measures 
through the whole British dominions. To 
the king is intrusted the direction and man¬ 
agement of the great machine of govern¬ 
ment. . . . 

The connexion and harmony between 
Great Britain and us, which it is her interest 
and ours mutually to cultivate, and on which 
her prosperity, as well as ours, so materially 
depends, will be better preserved by the 
operation of the legal prerogatives of the 
crown, than by the exertion of an unlimited 
authority by parliament. 

Even in this apparently clear-cut solu¬ 
tion American spokesmen stood on con¬ 
fused ground, for in their anxiety to ex¬ 
clude Parliament from their affairs they 
had come dangerously near to a whole¬ 
sale revival of the royal prerogative. 
Had this solution actually been given a 
trial, could they conceivably have been 
satisfied? The next step had to be inde¬ 
pendence. 

INDEPENDENCE. From the dominion status 
of 1774 to independence in 1776 was an 
easy road in political and constitutional 
theory. If history and natural law justi¬ 
fied immunity from the authority of Par¬ 
liament, so, too, did they justify deposing 
a wicked King, Up to 1774 Americans 
had done Httle thinking in this vein. The 
authority of Parhament had been the 
bone of contention, and the participa¬ 
tion of the King in the exercise of that 
authority had been studiously or care¬ 
lessly ignored. The only independence 
the colonists sought was independence 
of Parliament. The publication of Jeffer¬ 
son’s Summary View gave a brand-new 
twist to the imperial tie. At the same 
time that it reduced the imperial prob¬ 
lem to a simple question of personal 
allegiance to a common sovereign, it 
made clear that colonists were learning 
to distinguish the actions of the sover¬ 
eign from those of Parliament. The Vir¬ 


ginia radical made separate listings of 
Parliament’s usurpations and George 
Ill’s "'deviations from the line of duty,” 
and warned the King that persistence in 
these deviations could lead to denuncia¬ 
tion of the last bond of empire. 

The final stage of American argument 
is, of course, most plainly read in the 
Declaration of Independence, in which 
the dominion theory and natural law 
were skiUfuUy woven together to justify 
the bold decision to dissolve an empire. 
Thanks to the dominion theory of 1774, 
the Americans could ignore Parliament 
almost completely and concentrate their 
fire on George III. Having already 
proved, largely through their own read¬ 
ing of history, that they were totally 
outside the jurisdiction of Parliament 
and were subjects of the King by free 
choice, they had only to prove to a can¬ 
did world that the latter, not the former, 
had played the tyrant. And it was 
exactly here, at the moment when they 
renounced a covenanted monarch, that 
the whole theory of natural law proved 
its worth to a people who prided them¬ 
selves on their political morality. This 
theory had been extremely helpful at 
every stage of the struggle since 1765. 
In this final stage it was absolutely 
essential. . . . 

The Conservatism of American 
Political Writing, 1765-1776 

Perhaps the most remarkable feature 
of the political literature of this decade 
was its essential conservatism. If the 
Americans were the most successful 
revolutionaries of all time, they were 
revolutionaries by chance rather than 
choice. Until the last few months before 
independence the steady purpose of their 
resistance was to restore an old order 
rather than to build a new one, to get 
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back to ^"the good days of George the 
second. There was no junto, no back¬ 
stairs business then; a Whig King and 
Whig minister, speaking to a Whig 
people.” 

The British Parliament is violently usurp¬ 
ing the powers of our colony governments, 
and rendering our legal Assemblies utterly 
useless; to prevent this, the necessity of our 
situation has obliged us to depart from the 
common forms, and to adopt measures 
which would be otherwise unjustifiable; but, 
in this departure, we have been influenced 
by an ardent desire to repel innovations de¬ 
structive to all good government among us, 
and fatal to the foundations of law, liberty, 
and justice: We have declared, in the most 
explicit terms, that we wish for nothing 
more, than a restoration to our ancient 
condition. 

The ingrained conservatism of even 
the most high-spirited sermons and pam¬ 
phlets is evident in four major themes 
that were chanted without pause: the 
invocation of the first settlers, appeal to 
the ancient charters, veneration of the 
British Constitution and British rights, 
and homage to the monarchy. There is 
no reason to believe that until the Co¬ 
ercive Acts or even later the Aunerican 
writers were not entirely sincere in their 
conservative wish to be “restored to their 
original standing.” The ministry, not 
they, had changed the rules of the game. 
They stood fast in the great tradition, 
'Whigs in a Reign when Whiggism is 
out of Fashion.” 

Americans in 1776 like Americans to¬ 
day were fond of invoking the example 
of “Ancestors remarkable for their Zeal 
for true Religion & Liberty.” "Let us 
read and recollect and impress upon our 
souls,” wrote John Adams to the Boston 
public. 


the views and ends of our own more imme¬ 
diate forefathers, in exchanging their native 
country for a dreary, inhospitable wilder¬ 
ness. Let us examine into the nature of that 
power, and the cruelty of that oppression, 
which drove them from their homes. Recol¬ 
lect their amazing fortitude, their bitter 
sufferings, — the hunger, the nakedness, the 
cold, which they patiently endured, *— the 
severe labors of clearing their grounds, 
building their houses, raising their provi¬ 
sions, amidst dangers from wild beasts and 
savage men, before they had time or money 
or materials for commerce. RecoUect the 
civil and religious principles and hopes and 
expectations which constantly supported and 
earned them through all hardships with 
patience and resignation. Let us recollect it 
was liberty, the hope of Hberty for them¬ 
selves and us and ours, which conquered all 
discouragements, dangers, and trials. 

Look back, therefore,” echoed Provost 
Smith of Philadelphia, 

with reverence look back to the times of 
ancient virtue and renown. Look back to 
the mighty purposes which your fathers had 
in view, when they traversed a vast ocean, 
and planted this land. Recal to your minds 
their labours, their toils, their perseverance, 
and let their divine spirit animate you in all 
your actions. 

The Pilgrim Fathers were whirling in 
their graves 165 years before the fornid- 
ing of the American Liberty League: In 
1769 a society was formed to commemo¬ 
rate annually the landing at Plymouth, 
and a good part of every celebration was 
devoted to a comparison of odious pres¬ 
ent with glorious past. Stephen Hopkins 
developed this theme in his account of 
the first settlers of Providence: 

Nothing but extreme Diligence, and 
matchless Perseverance, could possibly have 
carried them through this Undertaking; 
could have procured them the scanty Mor- 
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sels which supported a Life of Want and 
of Innocence. Too much have we their 
Descendants departed from the Diligence, 
Fortitude, Frugality, and Innocence of these 
our Fathers! 

For the most part, however, the colo¬ 
nists called upon their ancestors to in¬ 
spire rather than to chastise. "The fa¬ 
mous Tools of Power are holding up the 
picture of Want and Misery,” wrote 
Samuel Adams from beleaguered Boston 
in 1774, "but in vain do they think to 
intimidate us; The Virtue of our Ances¬ 
tors inspires — they were content with 
Clams & Muscles.” 

The appeal to the charter in defense 
of colonial rights, a usage popular even 
with residents of colonies without char¬ 
ters, was a second instance of the con¬ 
servative orientation of the American 
mind. In law the charters were not much 
more sacred than medieval grants and 
were open to attack from Parliament, 
courts, and Crown. But in the eyes and 
arguments of tlie colonists, especially the 
men of New England, they were un¬ 
assailable declarations of "the rights and 
privileges of natural freeborn subjects of 
Great Britain” and irrevocable recogni¬ 
tions of the authority of the assemblies 
to tax and govern without leave of Par¬ 
liament. Actually, the charter-rights 
argument was extremely weak, at least 
in terms of home rule for all colonies. 
But so long as it made any sense, the 
New Englanders, for whom Otis was a 
typical spokesman, appealed repeatedly 
to their sacred charters. 

It would indeed seem very hard and se¬ 
vere, for those of the colonists, who have 
charters, with peculiar privileges, to loose 
them. They were given to their ancestors, 
in consideration of their sufferings and 
merit, in discovering and settling America. 
Our fore-fathers were soon worn away in 


the toils of hard labour on their little planta¬ 
tions, and in war with the Savages. They 
thought they were earning a sure inherit¬ 
ance for their posterity. Could they imagine 
it would ever be tho't just to deprive them 
or theirs of their charter privileges! 

A much broader yet equally conserva¬ 
tive footing on which to stand and resist 
oppressive acts of Parliament was the 
British Constitution and British rights — 
the former still that “glorious fabrick,” 
“that noble constitution — the envy and 
terror of Europe,” the latter still "the in¬ 
valuable Rights of Englishmen..-.Rights! 
which no Time, no Contract, no Climate 
can diminish!” Not until the end of the 
decade did Americans waver in their 
allegiance to the government and liber¬ 
ties they enjoyed as “descendants of free¬ 
born Britons.” Paines open assault on 
“the so much boasted constitution of 
England” was perhaps the most radical 
section in Common Sense. Almost all 
other colonists were proud to live under 
governments that were "nearly copies of 
the happy British original,” or of enjoying 
“the British constitution in greater purity 
and perfection than they do in England.” 
Magna Charta, the Glorious Revolution, 
and other memorable documents or 
events in the story of English liberty 
were called upon for support. The Bill 
of Rights, the Habeas Corpus Act, and 
the Petition of Rights were reprinted 
widely for popular edification. Nowhere 
was the conservative temper of colonial 
polemics more evident than in this loyal, 
desperate veneration of a form of govern¬ 
ment and pattern of rights whose chief 
distinction was their imdoubted antiq¬ 
uity. Whether conservative or radical, 
few Americans ever disagreed with John 
Witherspoons judgment: 

It is proper to observe, that the British 
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settlements have been improved in a pro¬ 
portion far beyond the settlements of other 
European nations. To what can this be 
ascnjed? Not to the climate, for they are 
ot all climates; not to the people, for they 
a mixture of all nations. It must there- 
fore be resolved singly into the degree of 
British liberty which they brought from 
home, and which pervaded more or less their 
several constitutions. 

^ Finally, in their never-ending expres- 
swn of “the warmest sentiments of affec¬ 
tion and duty to his majesty’s person and 
government” and attachment “to the 
present happy establishment of the prot- 
estant succession,” the colonists revealed 
then- deep-seated conservatism. Not 
until months after the shooting war had 
be^n did they turn away sadly from 
their sincere conviction that the house of 
Hanover was “amongst the choicest of 
God’s providential gifts to Great-Britain 
and the British Colonies.” Rarely did a 
writer so much as hint that the oppres¬ 
sive acts of Parliament or coercions of 
the ministry could be laid at the King’s 
door. In their anxiety to preserve the 
blessmgs of a cherished constitutional 
monarchy, the colonists ignored almost 
wilfully the plain fact of the King’s eager 
association in the policy of tighter impe¬ 
rial control. Even after Lexington and 
Concord the Massachusetts Provincial 
Congress could declare: 

These, brethren, are marks of ministerial 
vengeance against this colony, for refusing, 
wth her sister colonies, a submission to 
slaveiy; but they have not yet detached us 
from our royal sovereign. We profess to be 
ms loyal and dutiful subjects, and so hardly 
dealt with as we have been, are still ready, 
with our lives and fortunes, to defend his 
person, family, crown and dignity. 

Colonial propagandists contributed 
materially to the show of unanimity on 
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this issue. Yet the propagandists them¬ 
selves would have been the first to admit 
that the depth of American feeling for 
the monarchy and its incumbent made 
possible their fabrication of “the very 
model of a patriot king.” Simple folk 
and propagandists alike were careful to 
maintain the crucial distinction between 
King and ministry: 

Have we not repeatedly and solemnly 
professed an inviolable loyalty to the person, 
power, and dignity of our sovereign, and 
unanimously declared, that it is not with 
him we contend, but vrith an envious cloud 
of fake witnesses, that surround his throne, 
and intercept the sunshine of his favor from 
our oppressed land? 

English Whigs were taken somewhat 
aback by the warmth of colonial fealty, 
especially when Hamilton, Wilson, and 
otihers seemed ready to grant the King 
wide powers of government. But Ameri¬ 
cans were Whigs, not Tories. They had 
no intention of bloiving up the royal pre¬ 
rogative into a potential tyranny. The 
King so loved and exalted was a consti¬ 
tutional monarch. His chief business was 
to protect the Americans from parlia¬ 
mentary or ministerial oppression. His 
prerogative was a check on power rather 
than power itself. And if ever he should 
step out of his constitutional role, the 
remedy was that reserved for all tyrant 
kings: 

Virginians, you have nothing to fear, for 
Centuries to come, while you continue under 
the Protection of the Crovm. You are de¬ 
fended against its Encroachments by the 
Power you have derived from the People. 
Should the King of Britain ever invade your 
^ghts, he ceases, according to the British 
Constitution, to be King of the Dominion 
or Virginia. 

Not until 1776 and Common Sense did 



Rossiter • the American consensus, 1765-1776 


69 


Americans wake from their dream of a 
patriot king. 

A conservatism in political speculation 
matched this conservatism in political 
debate. However radical Revolutionary 
principles may have seemed to the rest 
of the world, in the minds of the colo¬ 
nists they were thoroughly preservative 
and respectful of the past. The explana¬ 
tion is, of course, that the American past 
— at least as Americans liked to read it — 
displayed a condition of human liberty 
and constitutional government that the 
rest of the world could only long for or 
detest. The political theory of this revo¬ 
lution was designed to preserve a world 
that had already been made over. 

SENSE OF DESTINY. Pamphleteers and ora¬ 
tors had their eyes on the future as well 
as the past. Having called upon his 
listeners to “look back to the times of 
ancient virtue and renown,” Provost 
Smith reminded them that they were 
ancestors as well as descendants. It was 
entirely up to them whether they should 
be venerated, despised, or forgotten: 

Look forward also to distant posterity. 
Figure to yourselves millions and millions 
to spring from your loins, who may be bom 
freemen or slaves, as Heaven shall now ap¬ 
prove or reject your councils. Think, that 
on you it may depend, whether this great 
coxmtry, in ages hence, shall be filled and 
adorned with a virtuous and inhghtened 
people; enjoying Liberty and all its concomi¬ 
tant blessings, together with the Religion of 
Jesus, as it flows uncorxupted from his holy 
oracles; or covered with a race of men more 
contemptible than the savages that roam the 
wilderness. 

# # 

The American Mission was plainly a 
decisive factor in the shaping of Revo¬ 
lutionary political thought, for it drove 
the colonists beyond charter and Consti¬ 


tution to claim sanction for their actions 
in the great principles of natural justice. 
The appeal to the universal doctrines of 
natural law and natural rights came 
easily to a people who believed words 
like these: 

To anticipate the future glory of America 
from our present hopes and prospects is 
ravishing and transporting to the mind. In 
this light we behold our country, beyond the 
reach of all oppressors, under the great 
charter of independence, enjoying the pur¬ 
est Hberty; beautiful and strong in its union; 
the envy of tyrants and devils, but the de¬ 
light of God and all good men; a refuge to 
the oppressed; the joy of the earth; each 
state happy in a wise model of government, 
and abounding with wise men, patriots, and 
heroes; the strength and abihties of the 
whole continent, collected in a grave and 
venerable coxmcil, at the head of all, seeking 
and promoting the good of the present and 
future generations. Hail, my happy country, 
saved of the Lord! Happy land, emerged 
from the deluges of the Old World drowned 
in luxury and lewd excess! Hail, happy pos¬ 
terity, that shall reap the peaceful fruits of 
our suflFerings, fatigues, and wars! 

This conviction of a higher destiny 
had much to do with the popularity of 
American political thought among 
liberty-minded men in England and 
France. America became an influential 
center of political speculation in the last 
three decades of the eighteenth century 
because American writers took the grand 
view of their country’s past and future. 

The Recourse to First Principles; 

The American Consensus 

Occasional, propagandistic, legalistic, 
factual, conservative, conscious of des¬ 
tiny—these words catch the quality of 
political argument in the years that led 
to independence. One final characteris- 
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tic, the most significant for our purposes, 
remains to be mentioned; the habit, in 
which most colonists indulged to excess, 
of 'recurring to first principles,’" of ap¬ 
pealing to basic doctrines of political 
theory to support legal, factual and con¬ 
stitutional arguments. Few men were 
willing to argue about a specific issue — 
deny the wisdom of the Stamp Act, de¬ 
fend an editor against charges of libel, 
protest the landing of the tea, interpret 
the Massachusetts Charter, condemn the 
quartering of troops in New York — with¬ 
out first calling upon rules of justice that 
were considered to apply to all men 
everywhere. These rules, of course, were 
the ancient body of political assumptions 
known as natural law and natural rights. 
The great political philosophy of the 
Western world enjoyed one of its proud¬ 
est seasons in this time of resistance and 
revolution. If the Americans added few 
novel twists of their own to this philoso¬ 
phy, they gave it a unique vogue among 
men of all ranks and callings. Few 
people in history have been so devoted 
to a party line” that had no sanction 
other than its appeal to free minds; few 
people have made such effective use of 
the recourse to first principles. . . . 

There were few deviationists from the 
American party line. ’ Some spokesmen 
for the patriot cause saluted natural law 
and natural rights only in passing; others 
demonstrated that the question was, 
after all, one of free choice by expressing 
irregular opinions of the nature of man 


or origin of government. But all Ameri¬ 
can publicists ~ whether celebrated or 
anonymous, sophisticated or untutored, 
speculative or pedestrian - paid devo¬ 
tion of one sort or another to 'revolution 
principles.” Nowhere in patriot literature 
is diere a single direct suggestion that 
the essentials of this political theory 
were unhistorical, illogical, or unsound. 
Even the Tories, except for bold spirits 
hke Jonathan Boucher, refrained from 
attacking it frontally, and even Boucher, 
if the tactical situation demanded such 
talk, could speak of "consent,” "constitu¬ 
tional right,” and "the great Hampden.” 
The warmest sort of enemy approval of 
the American consensus was expressed 
in Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne’s famous 
letter to Charles Lee: 

I am no stranger to the doctrines of Mr. 
Locke and other of the best advocates for 
the rights of mankind, upon the compact 
always implied between the governing and 
the governed, and the right of resistance in 
the latter, when the compact shall be so 
violated as to leave no other means of 
redress. I look with reverence, almost 
amounting to idolatry, upon those immortal 
whigs who adopted and applied such doc¬ 
trine during part of the reign of Charles the 
1st, and in that of James Ild. 

In political theory, if not in devotion 
to the patriot cause, "nine tenths of the 
people” were, as John Adams remarked, 
‘liigh whigs.” 
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DEMOCRACY AND THE AMERICAN 
REVOLUTION 


Although Daniel Boorstin, Clinton Rossiter, and a number of other 
historians have recently advanced the view that there was little that 
was ''democratic^ about the American Revolution, Merrill Jensen, 
professor of history at the University of Wisconsin and author of The 
Articles of Confederation (1948) and The New Nation (1950), dis¬ 
sents. In the article here reprinted, he offers a series of reasons to 
support his contentions. 


T he historian who ventures to talk 
about democracy in early America 
is in danger because there are almost as 
many opinions as there are ^writers on 
the subject. The Puritans have been 
pictured as the founders of American 
democracy, and it is vigorously denied 
that they had anything to do with it. 
Some have seen in Roger Williams the 
father of American democracy, and 
others have denied that he was a demo¬ 
crat, whatever his putative progeny may 
be. The coniBiict is equally obvious when 
it comes to the American Revolution, 
and the problems of solution are far 
more complex than they are for the 
seventeenth century. The difficulty is 
compounded, for all too often mens 
emotions seem to become involved. 

It is sometimes suggested that we 
avoid the use of the word ""democracy” 
when discussing the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. It seems to me that 
this is a flat evasion of the problem, for 


the Americans of those centuries used 
the word and they meant something by 
it. Our task, then, is not to avoid the 
issue but to try to understand what they 
meant, and understand what they meant 
in the context of the times in which they 
lived. What we must not do is to meas¬ 
ure the seventeenth and eighteenth cen¬ 
turies in terms of our own assumptions 
about what democracy is or should be. 
This is aU the more important since 
many of us do not seem to be too clear 
about our assumptions, even for the 
century in which we hve. 

A number of years ago I took the posi¬ 
tion that ""in spite of the paradoxes in¬ 
volved one may still maintain that the 
Revolution was essentially, though rela¬ 
tively, a democratic movement within 
the thirteen American colonies, and that 
its significance for the political and con¬ 
stitutional history of the United States 
lay in its tendency to elevate the pohtical 
and economic status of the majority of 


Reprinted from The Huntington Library Quarterly, Volume XX, Number 4 (August, 1957). 
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the people/" And then, with a somewhat 
rhetorical flourish which I have some¬ 
times regretted but have not as yet with¬ 
drawn, I went on to say that '"the Arti¬ 
cles of Confederation were the constitu¬ 
tional expression of this movement and 
the embodiment in governmental form 
of the philosophy of the Declaration of 
Independence/"^ One thing can be said 
for this statement at least; reviewers read 
it and quoted it, some with raised eye¬ 
brows, and some with approval, whether 
or not they said anything at all about the 
rest of the book. 

During most of the present century 
historians have assumed that democracy 
was involved somehow or other in the 
American Revolution. They have as¬ 
sumed also that there were conditions 
within the Aonerican colonies that were 
not satisfactory to at least some of the 
American people. The causes of internal 
discontent were various, ranging all the 
way from religious to economic diflfer- 
ences. The discontent was of such inten¬ 
sity that in certain colonies it led to ex¬ 
plosive outbreaks in the 1760"s such as 
the Regulator movements in the Caro- 
linas, the Paxton Boys" uprising in Penn¬ 
sylvania, and the tenant farmer revolt 
in New York, outbreaks that were sup¬ 
pressed by the armed forces of the colo¬ 
nial governments and with the help of 
British power. 

Most historians have agreed also that 
the individual colonies were controlled 
politically by relatively small groups of 
men in each of them, allied by family, or 
economic or political interests, or by 
some combination of these. The colonial 
aristocracies owed their position to many 

^ Merrill Jensen, The Articles of Confederation: 
An Interpretation of the Social-Constitutional 
History of the American Revolution, 1774-1781, 
reprint with new foreword (Madison, Wis. 
1948), pp. 15, 239. 


things: to their wealth and ability, to 
their family connections and political 
allies, and to the British government 
which appointed them to ojGBce. As op¬ 
posed to Britain, they had won virtual 
self-government for the colonies by 1763. 
Yet in every colony they were a minority 
who managed to maintain internal con¬ 
trol through property qualifications for 
the suffrage, especially effective in the 
growing towns, and through refusal or 
failure to grant representation in any 
way proportional to the population of 
the rapidly growing frontier areas. Prob¬ 
ably more important than either of these 
was the fact that in most colonies the 
aristocracies manned the upper houses 
of the legislatures, the supreme courts, 
and other important posts — all by royal 
appointment. Beyond this, their control 
extended down through the county court 
system, even in Massachusetts. In short, 
colonial pohtical society was not demo¬ 
cratic in operation despite the elective 
lower houses and the self-government 
which had been won from Great Britain.^ 

This is a brief but, I think, fair sum¬ 
mary of a widely held point of view 
concerning the political actualities at the 
beginning of the revolutionary era. 

This view has been challenged re¬ 
cently. A writer on Massachusetts de¬ 
clared that "as far as Massachusetts is 
concerned, colonial society and the 
American Revolution must be inter¬ 
preted in terms something very close to 
a complete democracy with the excep¬ 
tion of British restraints."" It was not 
controlled by a wealthy aristocracy. 

2 Ibid., ch. iii, ‘The Internal Revolution”; Leon¬ 
ard W. Labaree, Conservatism in Early Ameri¬ 
can History (New York, 1948); and Robert J. 
Taylor, Western Massachusetts in the Revolution 
(Providence, 1954), as examples. For methods 
of local control see Charles S. Sydnor, Gentle¬ 
men Freeholders: Political Practices in Washing¬ 
tons Virginia ( Chapel Hill, 1952). 
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There was little inequality of representa¬ 
tion, and property was so widely held 
that virtually every adult male could 
vote.^ The assumption that Massachu¬ 
setts was an idyllic democracy, united in 
the fight against British tyranny, will be 
somewhat surprising to those who have 
read the letters of Francis Bernard and 
the diary of John Adams, not to mention 
the history of Thomas Hutchinson, and, 
I suspect, would be even more surprising 
to those gentlemen as well. Elsewhere, 
this writer has implied that what was 
true for Massachusetts was probably 
true for other colonies and for the United 
States after the Revolution.^ 

On the other hand it is asserted that 
democracy had nothing to do with the 
Revolution. Such an assertion made in 
connection with Pennsylvania is a little 
startling, for ever since C. H. Lincolns 
work of more than a half century ago, 
down to the present, it has been held 
that there was a democratic movement 
in Pennsylvania during the revolutionary 
era. Not so, says a reviewer of the most 
recent study. He declares that "the attri¬ 
bution of democratic motivations and 
ideas to eighteenth century colonists is a 
common fault among many historians of 
the colonial period. . . He argues that 
the struggle in Pennsylvania before 1776 
was one between “radical and conserva¬ 
tive variants of whiggism,” which he de¬ 
fines as one between “those who held 
privilege most dear and those who 
valued property above all." The Penn¬ 
sylvania Constitution of 1776 itself was 

3 Robert E. Brown, "Democracy in Colonial 
Massachusetts,” New England Quarterly^ XXV 
(1952), 291-313, and at length in Middle Class 
Democracy and the Resolution in Massachusetts^ 
1691--1780 (Ithaca, N. Y., 1955). 

4 Robert E. Brown, "Economic Democracy Be¬ 
fore the Constitution,” American Quarterly, VII 
(1955), 257-274 


not democratic, but a triumph of “colo¬ 
nial radical whiggism.”^ 

It is clear that a considerable diversity 
of opinion prevails. It is also clear that 
the time has come to set forth certain 
propositions or generalizations which 
seem to me to have a measure of validity. 

First of all, a definition of democracy 
is called for. And just to face the issue 
squarely, I will offer one stated at New¬ 
port, Rhode Island, in 1641 when a meet¬ 
ing declared that “the government which 
this body politic doth attend unto ... is 
a democracy or popular government; . . . 
that is to say: It is in the power of the 
body of freemen, orderly assembled, or 
the major part of them, to make or con¬ 
stitute just laws, by which they will be 
regulated, and to depute from among 
themselves such ministers as shall see 
them faithfully executed between man 
and man.” That such an idea was not 
confined to Newport was shown six years 
later when the little towns in Rhode 
Island formed a confederation, the pre¬ 
amble of which states: “It is agreed, by 
this present assembly thus incorporate, 
and by this present act declared, that the 
form of government established in Provi¬ 
dence Plantations is democratical; that is 
to say, a government held by the free 
and voluntary consent of all, or the 
greater part of the free inhabitants.” 

These are simple but, I think, ade¬ 
quate definitions. I will go even further 
and offer as a theoretical and philosophi¬ 
cal foundation for democracy the state¬ 
ment by Roger Williams in the Bloudij 
Tenent of 1644. After describing civil 
government as an ordinance of God to 
conserve the civil peace of the people 
so far as concerns their bodies and goods, 

5 Roy N. Lokken, review of Theodore Thayer, 
Pennsylvania Politics and the Growth of Democ¬ 
racy, 1740—1776 (Hanisbxirg, 1953), in William 
and Mary Qtmrterly, XII (1955), 67h 
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he goes on to say: “The sovereign, origi¬ 
nal, and foundation of civil power lies in 
the people (whom they must needs mean 
by the civil power distinct from the 
government set up). And if so, that a 
people may erect and establish what 
form of government seems to them most 
meet for their civil condition. It is evi¬ 
dent that such governments as are by 
them erected and established have no 
more power, nor for no longer time, than 
the civil power or people consenting and 
agreeing shall betrust them with. This 
is clear not only in reason, but in the 
experience of all commonweals where 
the people are not deprived of their nat¬ 
ural freedom by the power of tyrants.’’® 
The central issue in seventeenth- 
century New England was not social 
equality, manhood suffrage, women’s 
rights, or sympathy for the Levellers, or 
other tests which have been applied. 
The central issue was the source of au¬ 
thority for the establishment of a govern¬ 
ment. The English view was that no 
government could exist in a colony with¬ 
out a grant of power from the crown. 
The opposite view, held by certain Eng¬ 
lish dissenters in New England, was that 
a group of people could create a valid 
government for themselves by means of 
a covenant, compact, or constitution. 
The authors of the Mayflower Compact 
and the Fundamental Orders of Con¬ 
necticut operated on this assumption, 
although they did not carry it to the 
logical conclusion and call it democracy 
as did the people in Rhode Island. It is 
the basic assumption of the Declaration 
of Independence, a portion of which 
reads much hke the words of Roger 
Williams ^written 132 years earher. 

® English HistOficdl DocuiTients, IX, Atfiericcin 
Colonial Documents to 1775, ed. Merrill Jensen 
(London and New York, 1955), pp. 168, 226 


The second proposition is that colonial 
governments on the eve of the Revolu¬ 
tion did not function democratically, nor 
did the men who controlled them believe 
in democracy. Even if we agree that 
there was virtually manhood suffrage in 
Massachusetts, it is dijBBcult, for me at 
least, to see it as a democracy. In 1760 
the government was controlled by a 
superb political machine headed by 
Thomas Hutchinson, who with his rela¬ 
tives and political allies occupied nearly 
every important political oflSce in the 
colony except the governorship. The 
Hutchinson oligarchy controlled the su¬ 
perior court, the council, the county 
courts, and the justices of the peace; with 
this structure of appointive office spread 
throughout the colony, it was able to 
control the house of representatives 
elected by the towns. For six years after 
1760 the popular party in Boston, led 
by Oxenbridge Thacher and James Otis, 
suffered one defeat after another at the 
hands of the Hutchinson machine. The 
popular leaders in the town of Boston 
tried everything from slander to mob 
violence to get control of the govern¬ 
ment of the colony but it was not until 
after the Stamp Act crisis that they were 
able to win a majority of the house of 
representatives to their side. Even then, 
men like James Otis did not at first real¬ 
ize that the Stamp Act could be turned 
to advantage in the fight against the 
Hutchinson oligarchy.'^ In terms of polit¬ 
ical support between 1760 and 1765, if 
Massachusetts had a democratic leader, 
that man was Thomas Hutchinson, a 
charge to which he would have been the 
first to issue a horrified denial. 

The third proposition is that before 

See Ellen E. Brennan, Plural Office Holding in 
Massachusetts 1760-^1780 (Chapel Hill, 1945), 
and "James Otis; Recreant and Patriot,” New 
England Quarterly, XII (1939),691-725. 
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1774 or 1775 the revolutionary movement 
was not a democratic movement, except 
by inadvertence. The pamphleteers who 
wrote on political and constitutional 
questions, and the town and county 
meetings and legislatures that resolved 
endlessly between 1768 and 1774, were 
concerned with the formulation of con¬ 
stitutional arguments to defend the colo¬ 
nies and their legislatures from interfer¬ 
ence by parliament. 

The colonial theorists wrote much 
about the British constitution, the rights 
of Englishmen, and even of the laws of 
nature, but they accepted the British 
assumption that colonial governments 
derived from British charters and com¬ 
missions. Their essential concern was 
with the relationship that existed, or 
ought to exist, between the British gov¬ 
ernment and the colonial governments, 
and not with the relationship between 
man as man, and government itself. 
Such writers showed no interest in 
domestic problems, and when it was 
suggested that the arguments against 
taxation by parliament were equally 
applicable to the taxation of under¬ 
represented areas in the colonies, or to 
dissenting religious groups, such sugges¬ 
tions were looked upon as being quite 
out of order. 

The same indiifference was displayed 
in the realm of political realities. The 
ardent leaders of the fight against British 
pohcies showed no interest in, or sym¬ 
pathy for, the discontent of back-country 
farmers or religious groups such as the 
Baptists. Instead, they temporarily joined 
with their political enemies to suppress 
or ignore it. Such sympathy as the dis¬ 
contented got, they got from the British 
government, or from colonial leaders 
charged with being tools of the British 
power. 

The fact is that the popular leaders of 


the revolutionary movement had no pro¬ 
gram of domestic reform.^ Instead, their 
program was a combination of a continu¬ 
ous assault on the local oflBce-holding 
aristocracies and an ardent attack on Brit¬ 
ish policies; and in the course of time 
they identified one with the other. It is 
sometimes difficult to tell with which 
side of the program the popular leaders 
were more concerned. In Massachusetts, 
for instance, before 1765 they were so 
violent in their attack on Hutchinson 
that they prevented Massachusetts from 
joining the other colonies in making 
formal protests against British legislation. 

The fourth proposition is related to 
the third. It is that although the popular 
leaders in the colonies showed no inter¬ 
est in internal political and social change, 
they were still able to build up a politi¬ 
cal following, particularly in the seacoast 
towns. They were superb organizers, 
propagandists with a touch of genius, 
and possessed of an almost demonic 
energy in their dual fight against the 
local political aristocracies and British 
policies. After a few false starts such as 
that of James Otis, who at first called 
the Virginia Stamp Act Resolves treason,® 
the popular leaders took an extreme 
stand on the subject of colonial rights. 
The political aristocracies might object 
to British pohcies, as most of them did, 
but considering what they owed to Brit¬ 
ish backing, ihey displayed an under¬ 
standable caution, a caution that made 
it impossible for them to pose as patriotic 
leaders. 

® For example, see Irving Mark, Agrarian Con¬ 
flicts in C^onial New York, 1711-1775 (New 
York, 1940); The Carolina Background on the 
Eve of the Revolution, ed. Richard J. Hooker 
(Chapel Hill, 1953); and Elisha Douglass, 
Rehets and Democrats (Chapel Hill, 1955). 

® Brennan, "James Otis: Recreant and Patriot,” 
p. 715. 
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The popular leaders were also willing 
to take extreme measures in practical 
opposition to British policies, ranging all 
the way from mob violence to non-im¬ 
portation agreements forced upon un¬ 
willing merchants. And with ever more 
force and violence they accused Ameri¬ 
cans w^ho did not agree with them or 
their methods of knuckling under to 
British tyranny and of readiness to sell 
the liberties of their country for a little 
pelf. In the course of this campaign they 
appealed to the people at large. Men 
who normally could not or did not take 
part in political life, particularly in the 
cities, were invited to mass meetings 
where the rales of suffrage were ignored 
and where they could shout approval of 
resolutions carefully prepared in advance 
by their leaders. In addition, the mob 
was a constant factor in political life, 
particularly in Boston where it was eJE- 
ciendy organized. Mobs were used to 
nullify the Stamp Act, to harass British 
soldiers, to hamper the operations of the 
customs service, and to intimidate oflSce 
holders. 

All these activities on the part of the 
disfranchised, or the hitherto politically 
inactive, accustomed men to taking part 
in public affairs as never before; and it 
gave them an appetite for more. From 
the beginning of the crisis in 1774 on¬ 
ward, more and more "new men' which 
was the politest name their opponents 
called them, played an ever more active 
role, both on the level of practical poli¬ 
tics and on the level of political theory. 
They began writing about and talking 
about what they called "democracy.” 
And this was a frightening experience, 
not only to the conservative-minded lead¬ 
ers of the colonies, but to many of the 
popular leaders as well. 

For instance, when a New York mass 
meeting gathered in May 1774 to answer 


the letter of the Boston Town Meeting 
asking for a complete stoppage of trade 
with Britain as an answer to the Boston 
Port Act, the people talked about far 
more than letter writing. One alarmed 
observer wrote: ‘T beheld my fellow- 
citizens very accurately counting all 
their chickens, not only before any of 
them were hatched, but before above 
one half of the eggs were laid. In short, 
they fairly contended about the future 
forms of our government, whether it 
should be founded upon aristocratic or 
democratic principles.” The leaders had 
"gulled” the mob for years, and now, 
said Gouvemeur Morris, the mob was 
waking up and could no longer be 
fooled. The only salvation for the aris¬ 
tocracy of New York was peace with 
Britain at almost any price.^® 

Another witness to the stirrings among 
the people was John Adams. Unlike 
Gouvemeur Morris, he never wavered in 
his behef in independence, but at the 
same time he was constantly concerned 
with the danger of an internal upheaval. 
Years later in his "Autobiography,” he 
recalled as vividly as if it had happened 
the day before an event that took place 
while he was home in Massachusetts in 
the fall of 1775. While there he met a 
man who had sometimes been his client. 
"He, though a common horse jockey, was 
sometimes in the right, and I had com¬ 
monly been successful in his favor in our 
courts of law. He was always in the law, 
and had been sued in many actions at 
almost every court As soon as he saw 
me, he came up to me, and his first salu¬ 
tation to me was, ‘Oh! Mr. Adams, what 
great things have you and your col¬ 
leagues done for us! W^e can never be 
grateful enough to you. There are no 

Moms to [John] Penn, May 20, 

^ Eng/is/i Historical Documents, IX, 861- 
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courts of justice now in this province, 
and I hope there never will be another/ ” 
Then Adams goes on: ‘Is this the object 
for which I have been contending? said 
I to myself, for I rode along without any 
answer to this wretch. Are these the 
sentiments of such people, and how 
many of them are there in the country? 
Half the nation for what I know; for half 
the nation are debtors, if not more, and 
these have been, in all coxmtries, the 
sentiments of debtors. If the power of 
the country should get into such hands, 
and there is great danger that it will, to 
what purpose have we sacrificed our 
time, health, and everything else? Surely 
we must guard against this spirit and 
these principles, or we shall repent of all 
our conduct.”^ ^ 

In May of 1776, with the talk of inde¬ 
pendence filling the air and the Virginia 
convention planning to draft a constitu¬ 
tion, old Landon Carter of Virginia 
wrote to Washington bewailing the “am¬ 
bition” that had “seized on so much 
ignorance all over the colony as it seems 
to have done; for this present conven¬ 
tion abounds with too many of the in¬ 
experienced creatures to navigate our 
bark on this dangerous coast. . . As 
for independence, he said, “I need only 
tell you of one definition that I heard of 
Independency: It was expected to be a 
form of government that, by being inde¬ 
pendent of the rich men, every man 
would then be able to do as he pleased. 
And it was with this expectation they 
sent the men they did, in hopes they 
would plan such a form. One of the 
delegates I heard exclaim against the 
Patrolling Law, because a poor man was 
made to pay for keeping a rich man’s 
slaves in order. I shamed the fool so 

John Adams, '"Autobiography,” The Works of 
John Adams, ed. Charles F. Adams (Boston, 
1856), II, 420-421. 


much for it that he slunk away; but he 
got elected by it.”^^ 

One could go on endlessly giving ex¬ 
ample like these from the hectic days 
between 1774 and 1776, examples of the 
fear among leaders of all shades of opin¬ 
ion that the people would get or were 
getting out of hand. Meanwhile there 
was an increasing amount of political 
writing in the newspapers, writing which 
was pointing in the direction of inde¬ 
pendence and the creation of new gov¬ 
ernments in America. More than a year 
before Common Sense, a piece which 
appeared first in the Pennsylvania Packet 
declared that “the history of kings is 
nothing but the history of the folly and 
depravity of human nature.” “We read 
now and then, it is true, of a good king; 
so we read likewise of a prophet escap¬ 
ing unhurt from a lion’s den, and of three 
men walking in a fiery furnace without 
having even their garments singed. The 
order of nature is as much inverted in 
the first as it was in the last two cases. 
A good king is a miracle.”^^ 

By early 1776 the debate over future 
governments to be adopted was in full 
swing. Disliking intensely the ideas of 
government set forth in Common Sense, 
John Adams drafted his Thoughts on 
Government. His plan was modeled on 
the old government of Massachusetts, 
with an elective rather than a royal gov¬ 
ernor, of course, but it certainly contem¬ 
plated no radical change in the pohtical 
structure.^^ John Adams was no inno¬ 
vator. He deplored what he called “the 
rage for innovation” which had appeared 
in Massachusetts by June of 1776. The 
projects, said he, are not for repairing 

12 American Archives, ed. Peter Force, 4t]i ser. 
(Washington, 1837-1846), VI, 390-391, May 9, 
1776. 

English Historical Documents, IX, 816-817. 
14 Works of John Adams, IV, 189-200. 
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the building but for tearing it down. 
"'The projects of county assemblies, town 
registers, and town probates of wills are 
founded in narrow notions, sordid stingi¬ 
ness, and profound ignorance, and tend 
directly to barbarism.''^^ 

There was equal alarm in the south 
at demands for change and new govern¬ 
ments. Among those who sought to de¬ 
fend the old order was Carter Braxton. 
In a long address to the Virginia con¬ 
vention he praised the British constitu¬ 
tion and declared that it would be "per¬ 
verting all order to oblige us, by a novel 
government, to give up our laws, our 
customs, and our manners.” The spirit 
or principles of limited monarchy should 
be preserved. Yet, he said, we daily see 
it condemned by the advocates of "popu¬ 
lar governments-The systems recom¬ 

mended to the colonies seem to accord 
with the temper of the times, and are 
fraught with all the tumult and riot in¬ 
cident to simple democracy. ..Braxton 
declared that democracies would not 
tolerate wealth, and that they could exist 
only in countries where all the people 
are poor from necessity. Nowhere in his¬ 
tory could he find an example of a suc¬ 
cessful democracy. What he proposed 
for Virginia was a three-part govern¬ 
ment with a house of representatives 
elected by the voters for three years. 
The house, in turn, would choose a gov¬ 
ernor to serve during good behavior and 
a council of twenty-four to hold their 
places for life and to act as an upper 
house of the legislature.^^ Braxton in 
Virginia, like John Adams in Massachu- 

To John \Vinthrop, Philadelphia, June 23, 
1776, in Mass. Hist. Soc. Collections, 5th ser. 
(Boston, 1878), IV, 310. This was in reply to a 
letter of John Winthrop, written on June 1, in 
which he reported to Adams on the various 
schemes afoot in Massachusetts. Ibid., 305-308. 

^^The Virginia Gazette (Dixon and Hunter), 


setts, hoped to make the transition from 
dependence to independence without 
any fundamental political change. 

But change was in the air, and writer 
after writer sought to formulate new 
ideas about government and to oflFer 
concrete suggestions for the theoretical 
foundations and political structures of 
the new states to be. In 1775, on hear- 
ing that congress had given advice to 
New Hampshire on the establishment of 
a government, General John Sullivan 
offered his thoughts to the revolutionary 
congress of his colony. All government, 
he wrote, ought to be instituted for the 
good of the people. There should be no 
conflicting branches in imitation of the 
British constitution "so much celebrated 
by those who understand nothing of 
it. . . . The two houses of the legislature 
and a governor should all be elected by 
the people. No danger can arise to a 
state "Trom giving the people a free and 
full voice in their own government.” The 
so-called checks upon the hcentiousness 
of the people "are only the children of 
designing or ambitious men, no such 
thing being necessary. . , 

In the middle colonies appeared an 
address "To the People of North Amer¬ 
ica on the Different Kinds of Govern¬ 
ment.” After defining monarchy, aristoc¬ 
racy, oligarchy, and democracy, the 
anonymous writer said: ""Popular gov¬ 
ernment — sometimes termed democracy, 
republic, or commonwealth — is the plan 
of civil society wherein the community 

June 8, 1776. This had been printed earlier in 
pamphlet form. For similar ideas see the letter 
of Wilham Hooper, North Carolina delegate to 
the Continental Congress, to the North Carolina 
Provincial Congress, October 26, 1776, in The 
Colonial Record of North Carolina, ed. W. L. 
Saimders, X (1890), 866-869. 

John Sullivan to Meshech Weare, Winter Hill 
[Mass.], December 11, 1775, in American Ar^ 
chives, IV, 241-242. 
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at large takes the care of its own welfare, 
and manages its concerns by representa¬ 
tives elected by the people out of their 
own body. 

‘‘Seeing the happiness of the people is 
the true end of government; and it ap¬ 
pearing by the definition, that the popu¬ 
lar form is the only one which has this 
for its object; it may be worth inquiring 
into the causes which have prevented its 
success in the world.” 

This writer then undertakes to explain 
the failure of former democracies. First 
of all, he says that past republics tried 
democracy too late and contained within 
them remnants of aristocracies and mili¬ 
tary cliques which disliked it. A second 
cause was that men did not have ade¬ 
quate knowledge of representation and 
that their large and tumultuous assem¬ 
blies made it possible for unscrupulous 
men to charge all troubles to the consti¬ 
tution. A third cause of failure has been 
the political writers who from ignorance 
or ulterior motives have tried to discredit 
democracy. "‘This has been carried to 
such a length with many, that the men¬ 
tioning a democracy constantly excites in 
them the idea of anarchy; and few, ex¬ 
cept such as have emancipated them¬ 
selves from the shackles of political big¬ 
otry and prejudice, can talk of it with 
patience, and hearken to anything 
offered in its defence.” Such are the 
causes of the destruction of former re¬ 
publics, but the Americans have the best 
opportunity ever open to mankind to 
form a free government, “the last and 
best plan that can possibly exist.”^® 

In “The Interest of America,” another 
writer says that new governments must 
soon be created in America and that “the 
good of the people is the ultimate end 

18 American Archives, V, 180-183. [March 
1776.] 


of civil government.” Therefore, “we 
should assume that mode of government 
which is most equitable and adapted to 
the good of mankind . . . and I think 
there can be no doubt that a well-regu¬ 
lated democracy is most equitable.” The 
annual or frequent choice of magistrates 
is “most hkely to prevent usurpation and 
tyranny; and most likely to secure the 
privileges of the people.” Legislatures 
should be unicameral, for a plurality of 
branches leads to endless contention and 
a waste of time.^® 

In New England, where the revolu¬ 
tionary congresses of Massachusetts and 
New Hampshire were controlled by lead¬ 
ers along the seacoast, there was a grow¬ 
ing discontent among the people of the 
back-country counties. Out of it came 
one of the clearest democratic state¬ 
ments of the times: “The People are the 
Best Governors.” The author starts with 
the premise that “there axe many very 
noisy about hberty, but are aiming at 
nothing more than personal power and 
grandeur.” “God,” he said, “gave man¬ 
kind freedom by nature, made every man 
equal to his neighbor, and has virtually 
enjoined them to govern themselves by 
their own laws.” Representatives in legis¬ 
latures should have only the power to 
make laws. They should not have power 
to elect oflBcials or to elect coxmcils or 
senates to veto legislation. Only the 
people have this power. If there must 
be senates, they should be elected by 
the people of the state at large and 
should have only advisory powers. 
Representation should not be according 
to taxable property, for “Nature itself 
abhors such a system of civil govern¬ 
ment, for it will make an inequahty 
among the people and set up a number 
of lords over the rest.” Representation 

19 Ibid., VI, 840-843. [June 1776.] 
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according to population also has its diffi¬ 
culties. The solution is for each town to 
have one representative, with more for 
larger towns if the legislature thinks fit. 
So far as property qualifications for 
representatives are concerned, there 
should be none. ""Social virtue and 
knowledge ... is the best and only neces¬ 
sary qualification of the person before 
us.'' If we have property qualifications 
""we root out virtue; and what will then 
become of the genuine principle of free¬ 
dom?” ""Let it not be said in future 
generations that money was made by the 
founders of the American states an es¬ 
sential qualification in the rulers of a 
free people.” The writer proposed an¬ 
nual elections of a one-house legislature, 
of a governor, and of the judges of the 
superior court The people in the coun¬ 
ties should elect annually all their own 
officials--judges, sheriffs, and others — 
as should the inhabitants of the towns. 
And in all elections ""any orderly free 
male of ordinary capacity” should have 
the right to vote if he has lived in a town 
for a year.2® 

From such discussions one may sum up 
certain of the essential ideas. (1) They 
agree that the ""good” or the ""happiness” 
of the people is the only end of govern¬ 
ment (2) They agree tihat ""democracy” 
is the best form of government to achieve 
that end. (3) They show a distrust of 
men when in power — a distrust shared 
with far more conservative-minded 
writers of the times. 

As to details of government there are 
variations, but they do agree on funda¬ 
mentals. (1) The legislatures, whether 
one or two houses, are to be elected by 
the people. (2) Public officials, state 

20 Reprinted in Frederick Chase, A History of 
Dartmouth College and the Town of Hanover, 
New Hampshire (Cambridge, 1891), I, Appen¬ 
dix D, 654r-663. 


and local, are to be elected by the people 
or by their representatives in the legisla¬ 
tures. (3) There should be annual elec¬ 
tions. (4) Some argue for manhood 
suffrage, and one writer even advocated 
that tax-paying widows should vote. 
(5) There should be freedom of religion, 
at least for Protestants; in any case, free¬ 
dom from taxation to support established 
churches. 

One may well ask: did such theoreti¬ 
cal discussions have any meaning in 
terms of practical politics, or were they 
idle speculations by anonymous writers 
without influence? The answer is that 
they did have meaning. I have already 
cited the discussion of the principles of 
government in New York in the spring 
of 1774, and the litigious jockey in Mas¬ 
sachusetts in 1775 who hoped that the 
courts would remain closed forever. 
These are not isolated examples. By the 
end of 1775 all sorts of organized activity 
was under way, ranging in place from 
North Carolina to New Hampshire, and 
from militia groups to churches. 

In North Carolina the defeat of the 
Regulators in 1771 had not ended dis¬ 
content but merely suppressed it. By 
September 1775 Mecklenburg County 
was instructing its delegates in the pro¬ 
vincial congress to work for a plan of 
government providing for equal repre¬ 
sentation and the right to vote for every 
freeman who supported the government, 
either in person or property. Legislation 
should not be a ""divided right”; no man 
or body of men should be ""invested with 
a negative on the voice of the people 
duly collected. . . .”21 By November 
1776, when North Carolina elected a 
congress to write its first state constitu¬ 
tion, Mecklenburg County was even 

21 Colonial Records of North Carolina, X, 239- 
242. [Sept. 1775.] 
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more specific in its instructions. It told 
its delegates that they were to endeavor 
to establish a free government under the 
authority of the people of North Caro¬ 
lina, and that the government was to be 
a "simple democracy, or as near it as 
possible.” In fixing fundamental princi¬ 
ples, the delegates were to ""oppose 
everything that leans to aristocracy or 
power in the hands of the rich and chief 
men exercised to the oppression of the 
poor. — 

In the middle colonies militia organi¬ 
zations made demands and suggestions. 
Pennsylvania was in turmoil, with the 
assembly controlled by the opponents of 
independence and the revolutionary 
party working in large measure through 
a voluntary militia organization called 
the Associators. In February 1776 a 
committee of privates from the Phila¬ 
delphia Associators told the assembly 
""that it has been the practice of all coun¬ 
tries, and is highly reasonable, that aU 
persons . . . who expose their lives in the 
defense of a country, should be admitted 
to the enjoyment of all the rights and 
privileges of a citizen of that coun¬ 
try. .. .” All Associators should be given 
the right to vote.^^ 

In June the committee of privates 
again protested to the legislature. This 
time they denied the right of the assem¬ 
bly to appoint two brigadier generals for 
the Associators as recommended by the 
Continental Congress. The privates de¬ 
clared that since many of them could not 
vote, they were not represented in the 
assembly. Furthermore, many counties 
where the Associators were most numer¬ 
ous did not have proportional repre¬ 
ss Ibid., 870, a-f. [Nov. 1776.] 

S3 Votes and Proceedings of the Assembly, Feb. 
23, 1776, in Pennsylvania Archives, 8th ser. 
[Harrisburg, 1935], VIII, 7406. 


sentation. And for that matter, since 
many members of the assembly were 
members of a religious profession ""totally 
averse to military defense,” they could 
not possibly be called representatives of 
the Associators.^^ 

While such ideas were being ex¬ 
pounded in Pennsylvania, some militia 
in Maryland were proposing a new con¬ 
stitution. There was a growing discon¬ 
tent in Maryland with the revolutionary 
convention which was opposed to inde¬ 
pendence, and whose members were ap¬ 
pointing one another to military posts. 
Government by convention should stop, 
said one v^iter, and regular government 
be instituted.^^ 

Late in June 1776 deputies from the 
militia battalions in Anne Arundel 
County met and proposed a constitution 
to be submitted to the people of the 
country. They started out with the decla¬ 
ration that the right to legislate is in 
""every member of the community,” but 
that for convenience the right must be 
delegated to representatives chosen by 
the people. The legislature must never 
form a separate interest from the com¬ 
munity at large, and its branches must 
""be independent of and balance each 
other, and all dependent on the people.” 
There should be a two-house legislature 
chosen annually ""as annual elections are 
most friendly to liberty, and the oftener 
power reverts to the people, the greater 
will be the security for a faithful dis¬ 
charge of it.” All provincial officials, in¬ 
cluding judges, should be elected annu¬ 
ally by joint ballot of the two houses. 
All county officials should be chosen an¬ 
nually by the people of each county. 
Nothing is said of property qualifications 

24 Ibid., 7546-47. June 14,1776. 

25 “An American” in *'To the People of Mary¬ 
land,” American Archives, VI, 1094r-96, 
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for either voting or oflSce-holding. So far 

as taxes are concerned, ‘^the unjust mode 
of taxation by poll” should be abolished, 
and all monies raised should be accord¬ 
ing to a fair and equal assessment of 
peoples estates.^® 

In New Jersey the revolutionary con¬ 
gress, like that in other colonies, was 
trying to prevent change and was main¬ 
taining the land qualification for voting 
for its members. But the complaints 
grew so loud that it was forced to yield. 
One petition in 1776, for instance, de¬ 
clared that we cannot conceive the wise 
author of our existence ever designed 
that a certain quantity of earth on which 
we tread should be annexed to a man 
to complete his dignity and fit him for 
society. Was the sole design of govern¬ 
ment either the security of land or 
money, the possession of either or both 
of these would be the only necessary 
qualifications for its members. But we 
the benign intentions of a 
well regulated government to extend to 
the security of much more valuable pos¬ 
sessions — the rights and privileges of 
freemen, for the defense of which every 
kind of property and even life itself have 
been liberally expended.”^*^ 

In Massachusetts the Baptists were 
quick to draw a parallel between the 
fight for civil liberty against England and 
their ovm fight for religious liberty. Bap¬ 
tists were being jailed for refusal to pay 
taxes to support churches. Their leader, 
the Reverend Isaac Backus, put Sam 
Adams squarely on the spot in January 
1774. “I fully concur with your grand 
maxim,” wrote Backus, ‘‘that it is essen¬ 
tial to liberty that representation and 
taxation go together.” Hence, since the 

2«Ibid., 1092-94. June 26-27, 1776. 

27 Kichard P. McCormick, The History of Voting 
in New Jersey ... 1664-1911 (New Brunswick, 
1953), pp. 66-68. 


representatives in the Massachusetts 
legislature have only civil qualifications, 
how can they levy ecclesiastical taxes? 
^^And I am bold in it,” Backus goes on, 
that taxes laid by the British Parlia¬ 
ment upon America are not more con¬ 
trary to civil freedom, than these taxes 
are to the very nature of liberty of con¬ 
science. . . . He hopes, he says, that 
Adams will do something about it so 
Aat a large number of peaceable people 
may not be forced to carry their com¬ 
plaints before those who would be glad 
to hear that the legislature of Massachu¬ 
setts deny to their fellow servants that 
liberty which they so earnestly insist 
upon for themselves. A word to the wise 
is sufficient.”^^ 

Samuel Adams was not interested in 
liberty of conscience, particularly for 
Baptists, and he did not reply. But 
Backus pursued him to the first Conti¬ 
nental Congress in Philadelphia where a 
four-hour meeting was held in Carpen¬ 
ter s HaU one night The Massachusetts 
delegation met with the Baptists, but 
with a large audience present, among 
whom were the Quaker leaders James 
and Israel Pemberton, and members of 
congress like Joseph Galloway. The 
Backus diary gives a picture of Sam and 
John Adams quite literally squirming as 
the Baptists cited the facts of religious 
life in Massachusetts.^^ One can well 
imagine with what delight Galloway and 
the Pembertons looked on as the Massa¬ 
chusetts delegation vainly tried to wrig¬ 
gle out of a dilemma produced by the 
contradiction between their theory and 
their practice. 

The Declaration of Independence was 
taken seriously by many Americans, or 

28 To Samuel Adams, Jan. 19, 1774, in Alvah 
Hovey, A Memoir of the Life and Times of the 
Rev, Isaac Backus (Boston, 1859), pp. 195-197. 

2» Ibid., ch. XV. 
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at least they found its basic philosophy 
useful in battling for change in the new 
states. Nowhere was this done more 
neatly than in Grafton County, New 
Hampshire. The Provincial Congress 
was in the control of eastern leaders and 
they refused to grant representation that 
the western towns thought adequate. In 
calling elections in the fall of 1776, the 
Congress grouped various towns together 
for electing representatives and told 
them that the men they elected must 
own real estate worth £200 lawful 
money. Led by professors at an obscure 
little college at Hanover, the people of 
Grafton County went on strike. They 
refused to hold elections, and town after 
town met and passed resolutions. The 
whole procedure of the Congress was 
unconstitutional. No plan of representa¬ 
tion had been adopted since the Decla¬ 
ration of Independence. By the Declara¬ 
tion, said Hanover and two other towns 
in a joint statement, ^ we conceive that 
the powers of government reverted to 
the people at large, and of course annihi¬ 
lated the political existence of the As¬ 
sembly which then was. . . Six other 
towns joined together and declared it to 
be ^^our humble opinion, that when the 
declaration of independency took place, 
the Colonies were absolutely in a state 
of nature, and the powers of government 
reverted to the people at large. ..Such 
being the case, the Provincial Congress 
has no authority to combine towns, each 
of which is entitled to representation as 
a corporate entity. And it has no right 
to limit the choice of representatives to 
the owners of £200, said the people of 
Lyme, because "every elector in free 
states is capable of being elected.”^® 

It seems clear, to me at least, that by 

American Archives, 5th ser. (Wasliington, 
184&-1853), III, 1223-24, and Chase, History 
of Dartmouth, I, 426-433. 


1776 there were people in America de¬ 
manding the establishment of democratic 
state governments, by which they meant 
legislatures controlled by a majority of 
the voters, and with none of the checks 
upon their actions such as had existed 
in the colonies. At the same time there 
were many Americans who were deter¬ 
mined that there should be no changes 
except those made inevitable by separa¬ 
tion from Great Britain. 

The history of the writing of the first 
state constitutions is to a large extent the 
history of the conflict between these two 
ideals of government. The conflict can 
be exaggerated, of course, for there was 
considerable agreement on structural 
details. Most of the state constitutions 
worked out in written form the structure 
of government that had existed in the 
colonies, aU the way from governors, 
two-house legislatures, and juicial sys¬ 
tems, to the forms of local government. 
In terms of structure, little that is revolu¬ 
tionary is to be found. Even the much 
maligned unicameral legislature of Penn¬ 
sylvania was only a continuation of what 
Pennsylvania had had since the begin¬ 
ning of the century. 

The significant thing is not the con¬ 
tinuity of governmental structure, but 
the alteration of the balance of power 
within the structure, and in the pohtical 
situation resulting from the break away 
from the supervising power of a central 
government — that of Great Britain. 

The first and most revolutionary 
change was in the field of basic theory. 
In May 1776, to help bring about the 
overthrow of the Pennsylvania assembly, 
the chief stumbling block in the way of 
independence. Congress resolved that all 
governments exercising authority under 
the crown of Great Britain should be 
suppressed, and that "all the powers of 
government [be] exerted under the au- 
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thority of the people of the colonies. . . r 
John Adams described it as ^"the most 
important resolution that ever was taken 
in America.”^^ The Declaration of Inde¬ 
pendence spelled it out in terms of the 
equality of men, the sovereignty of the 
people, and the right of a people to 
change their governments as they 
pleased. 

Second: the Revolution ended the 
power of a sovereign central government 
over the colonies. Britain had had the 
power to appoint and remove governors, 
members of upper houses of legislatures, 
judges, and other ojfficials. It had the 
power to veto colonial legislation, to 
review cases appealed from colonial 
supreme courts, and to use armed force. 
All of this superintending power was 
wiped out by independence. 

Third: the new central government 
created in America by the Articles of 
Confederation was, in a negative sense at 
least, a democratic government. The 
Congress of the United States had no 
power over either the states or their citi¬ 
zens. Hence, each state could govern it¬ 
self as it pleased, and as a result of some 
of the new state constitutions, this often 
meant by a majority of the voters within 
a state. 

Fourth: in writing the state constitu¬ 
tions, change was inevitable. The hier¬ 
archy of appointed legislative, executive, 
and judicial officials which had served as 
a check upon the elective legislatures 
was gone. The elective legislature be¬ 
came the supreme power in every state, 
and the lower houses, representing people 
however inadequately, became the dom¬ 
inant branch. The appointive houses of 
colonial times were replaced by elective 
senates, which in theory were supposed 

Warren-Adams Letters, I (Boston, 1917), 
245,* in Mass. Hist. Soc, Collections, Vols. 72, 7s] 


to represent property. They were ex¬ 
pected to, and sometimes did, act as a 
check upon the lower houses, but their 
power was far less than that of pre-war 
councils. 

Fifth: the office of governor underwent 
a real revolution. The governors of the 
royal colonies had, in theory at least, vast 
powers, including an absolute veto. In 
the new constitutions, most Americans 
united in shearing the office of governor 
of virtually all power. 

Sixth: state supreme courts underwent 
a similar revolution. Under the state 
constitutions they were elected by the 
legislatures or appointed by governors 
who were elected officials. And woe be¬ 
tide a supreme court tliat tried to inter¬ 
fere with the actions of a legislature. 

What such changes meant in terms of 
political realities was that a majority of 
voters within a state, if agreed upon a 
program and persistent enough, could 
do what it wanted, unchecked by gov¬ 
ernors or courts or appeals to a higher 
power outside the state. 

There were other areas in which 
changes took place, although they were 
only beginnings. A start was made in the 
direction of ending the property qualifi¬ 
cation for voting and office-holding. A 
few states established what amounted to 
manhood suffrage, and a few years later 
even women voted in New Jersey al¬ 
though that was stopped when it ap¬ 
peared that woman suffrage meant only 
a means of stuffing ballot boxes. A few 
states took steps in the direction of repre¬ 
sentation according to population, a 
process as yet unsolved in the United 
States. A large step was taken in the 
direction of disestablishing state 
churches, but on the whole one still had 
to be a Protestant, and a Trinitarian at 
that, to hold office. 

In connection with office-holding. 
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there is one eighteenth-century Ameri¬ 
can idea that is worthy of a whole study 
by itself, and that is the concept of rota¬ 
tion in office. Many Americans were 
convinced that oflSce-holding bred a lust 
for power in the holder. Therefore there 
must be frequent, if not annual, elec¬ 
tions; and there must be a limitation on 
the time one might spend in certain 
offices. There is probably no more re¬ 
markable self-denying ordinance in the 
history of politics than the provision in 
the Articles of Confederation that no 
man could be a member of Congress 
more than three years out of any six. I 


have often been accused of wanting to 
go back to the Articles of Confederation, 
which is nonsense, but there are times 
when I do wish that this one provision 
might be revived in the twentieth 
century. 

What I have done in this paper is to 
set before you some of the reasons for 
believing that the American Revolution 
was a democratic movement, not in 
origin, but in result. Certainly the polit¬ 
ical leaders of the eighteenth century 
thought the results were democratic. 
Whether they thought the results were 
good or bad is another story. 
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Carl Lotus Becker^ professor of history at Cornell from 1917 to his 
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Last October Mr. Lyon asked me to come 
doom to the Brookings School and tell you 
about the Spirit of ’76. I suspected that he 
hadn’t any clear notion of what was meant 
by the phrase ""Spirit of ’76,” and 1 was posi¬ 
tive I hadn’t. I was therefore about to de¬ 
cline the invitation when, rummaging among 
my papers, I came upon an old and imper¬ 
fect manuscript which seemed providentially 
designed to throw some light on this obscure 
subject. The manuscript bore the date of 
1792, but who may have written it I was 
unable to determine. There are obviously 
some pages missing, and the tale ends sud¬ 
denly as if never quite finished. But such 
as it is I have transcribed it, and I give it to 
you for what it may be worth. The title of 
the manuscript is ""Jeremiah Wynkoop.” 


now becoming current, that they were 
never really inspired by the true spirit 
of 76. For my part, I suspect that, in 
recalling the desperate days of the war, 
we are likely to invest the so-called 
spirit of 76 with a glamor which it did 
not have at the time. Be that as it 
may, I knew Jeremiah Wynkoop as an 
honest man and a genuine patriot. I was 
his closest friend, intimate enough to 
know better than most the difficulties 
that confronted him and the sentiments 
that determined his conduct. And so I 
think it worth while, now that the man 
is dead, to set down a plain tale of his 
activities and opinions from the begin¬ 
ning of the quarrel in 1763 to the final 
breach in 1776. This I do, not only for 
old friendship’s sake and as a justification 
of Mr. Wynkoop, but as a contribution 
to the history of those troubled times; 
for Jeremiah Wynkoop was fairly repre¬ 
sentative, both in his station in life and in 
his opinions, of that considerable class of 
substantial men who did as much as any 
other class, and I think more than any 
Federfllf^- X/T 7 x 7 -^ enable these states to main- 

o“' ■ “Llrzr 

anguished. I, is „ow said o/„.any n.en 

who were nev« sv^psclrf of being Tory was educated at Kings Collere^then re- 
S d ae cenfly established. In £.? WHoft 

It is said of drenr. . enrploy a phrase fo“X td^Xtet Z 

permission of the Brookings InsUtutfen. ^ * Economics and Government. Used by 


JEREMIAH WYNKOOP 

During the war of independence I not 
infrequently heard zealous patriots say 
that Mr. Wynkoop was not as warm in 
the cause as he should be. The charge 
has lately been revived by those who 
had no great lildng for Mr. Wynkoop s 
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class in 1758* Jeremiah then spent two 
years in the oJBBce of William Moore 
reading law, a profession which he never¬ 
theless abandoned for the trade. Taking 
over a profitable business upon the sud¬ 
den death of his father, he rapidly 
achieved a notable success in commerce, 
chiefly in West Indian ventures, and was 
already known, in 1765, as a leading mer¬ 
chant in New York, where he had ojSBces 
near the wharves, and a town house, in¬ 
herited from his father, on the Bowling 
Green. But Jeremiah, being much given 
to study and the reading of books, pre¬ 
ferred to live away from the distractions 
of the city, and had in fact for some years 
resided in the country, out Greenwich 
Village way, where he possessed a fine 
estate which had come to him as part of 
the generous dowry of his wife, the 
daughter of old Nicholas Van Schoicken- 
dinck, a great landowner in the province. 

Mr. Wynkoop was much given to the 
reading of books, as I have said; and it is 
necessary to dwell on this matter a little 
since it helps to explain his opinions and 
conduct. Of all books, histories of the 
ancient and the modern times were his 
favorite study. It was an interest which 
he acquired in college, and never after¬ 
ward lost. In college of course we aU 
read the standard Greek and Roman 
writers, and acquired the usual knowl¬ 
edge of classical history. To admire the 
classical poets and essayists was nothing 
out of the way for young men in college, 
but the ancient civilization fascinated 
Jeremiah more than most of us, and I re¬ 
call that he devoured every book on that 
subject which the college afforded, and 
many others which he bought or bor¬ 
rowed. The Parallel Lives of Plutarch he 
knew almost by heart, and was never 
weary of discanting on the austere moral¬ 
ity and virtuous republicanism of those 
heroic times. For Jeremiah a kind of 


golden age was pictured there, a lost 
world which forever disappeared when 
Caesar crossed the Rubicon. The later 
Roman times never interested him much 
— "five hundred years,’’ he used to say, 
"in which the civilized world groaned 
under the heavy hands of tyrants, re¬ 
lieved only by the reigns of five good 
emperors.” Still less was he interested 
in the Dark Ages, when the light of learn¬ 
ing and the spirit of liberty were sub¬ 
merged by feudal anarchy and ecclesias¬ 
tical superstition. But the story of modern 
times fascinated Jeremiah as much as the 
story of the ancient world because all its 
significance seemed to lie in the slow and 
painful emergence from that long medi¬ 
aeval night, through the recovery of the 
wisdom of the ancients, the progress of 
natural philosophy, and the struggle for 
political liberty. 

All these matters I recall we used to 
discuss at great length, so that I was per¬ 
fectly familiar with Jeremiah’s reflections 
on history. At that time his ideas seemed 
to me wonderfully novel and interesting, 
but I have since thought them, in a vague 
general way at least, those of most culti¬ 
vated Americans. Be that as it may, all 
the significance of history appeared to 
Mr. Wynkoop to lie in the age-long con¬ 
flict between Truth and Error, between 
Freedom and Oppression. And for this 
reason he opined that the central event 
of modem times was the struggle of the 
last century between the English people 
and the Stuart kings. With the history of 
that heroic time he was entirely familiar, 
and in a less degree I was too. Our 
heroes were Pym and Eliot, and John 
Hampden, imprisoned for refusing to pay 
a twenty shilling tax. Cromwell we ad¬ 
mired as the man of iron who had for¬ 
ever laid the ghost of the Divine Right 
doctrine, and whose mistakes were later 
corrected by the liberal Whigs who 
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called in Dutch William to replace the 
last of the Stuarts. We knew the great 

charters of liberty ~ the Magna Chaita, 
the Petition of Eight and the Bill of 
Rights. We knew our Milton, the man 
who defended the authority of elected 
magistrates, and erected an impregnable 
bulwark against the denial of free speech. 
We knew our Grotius, who had discov¬ 
ered in right reason the foundation of 
civil and international society. Above all 
we knew our Locke, and especially his 
second discourse on Civil Government, 
in which he so eloquently defended the 
Revolution of ^88 as an act of reasonable 
men defending their natural rights 
against the usurping king who had 
broken the original compact. 

Much as Jeremiah admired England 
as the home of political liberty, he was 
thoroughly American, and it was always 
his idea that America had played a most 
notable part in the great modem strug¬ 
gle against the oppression of Church and 
State. He used to find great satisfaction 
in recalling that our ancestors, at the 
hazard of their lives and fortunes, had 
braved the terrors of the new world in 
pursuit of religious and political liberty; 
that they had persisted, often at the point 
of failure, in the desperate determination 
to transform the inhospitable Avilderness 
into a land fit for human habitation; and 
he would point out that they had suc¬ 
ceeded beyond any reasonable expecta¬ 
tion, so much so that these thirteen colo¬ 
nies were now the most fortunate and 
the freest countries in the world — thir¬ 
teen communities living in peace and 
content, happily without kings, neither 
burdened with an idle aristocracy nor 
menaced by a depraved populace, with 
a press uncensored, and many religious 
faiths deprived of the power of perse¬ 
cution and long habituated to the spirit 
of toleration. For my part I used to com¬ 


plain sometimes that after all we were 
only “provincials,"’ remote from the cen¬ 
ter of things. I used to express the wish 
that fate had set us down in London, 
nearer Piccadilly and the Beefsteak Club. 
But Jeremiah would have none of such 
repining. Provincials we might be in a 
geographical sense, he would say, but 
spiritually we were at “the center of the 
world, in the direct line of those heroes 
and martyrs who since the beginning of 
time have done battle for the dignity 
and happiness of mankind against the 
leagued assailants of both.” 

Here some pages are missing in the 
manuscript. It goes on as follows. 

. . are become so populous and wealthy 
that we are as indispensable to Britain 
as Britain is to us. The time is surely 
approaching when this vast country will 
be the center of power and wealth of the 
Empire. We are now freed from the 
French menace. The peace will be an 
enduring one, and the two branches of 
the English race will continue in the 
future as in the past to exemplify to the 
world those incomparable blessings that 
are the prerogatives of free peoples.” 

Such was Jeremiah Wynkoop’s con¬ 
ception of history in general and of the 
part which Britain and America had 
played in the story of human progress. 
With him it was a kind of philosophy, 
a religion indeed, the only religion really 
that he had. I don’t mean that he was 
of the atheistical school of thought. He 
believed indeed in the existence of the 
Deity as the First Cause and Original 
Contriver of the universe; and this was 
in fact the very reason why he found so 
much delight in the study of history. 
History was Gods revelation of the 
meaning of life and of human destiny on 
earth, making plain the gradual progress 
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and the ultimate triumph of Truth and 
Freedom. And this I think was the secret 
of his profound loyalty to both Britain 
and America; these were in his view the 
promised lands, the homes of the chosen 
peoples whose mission it was to lead 
mankind toward the final goal. 

Nothing at all events was farther from 
his thought in 1763 than that there could 
be any serious differences between the 
two peoples who were so bound together 
by ties of blood and affection, by mutual 
respect, and by the common tradition 
of. .. 

Another break in the manuscript here. 

In the year 1765 Mr. Wynkoop shared 
the general feehng of apprehension 
which for two years had been steadily 
increasing on account of the measures, 
as unprecedented as they were unfortu¬ 
nate, of the king’s minister, Mr. George 
Grenville. The chief of these measures 
were undoubtedly the Sugar Act of the 
last, and the Stamp Act of the then pres¬ 
ent year. On the nature and effects of 
these measures Mr. Wynkoop had read 
and reflected as much as a busy man well 
could do. The Sugar Act, obviously de¬ 
signed to placate the British West Indian 
sugar planters, was certain, as indeed it 
was intended, to put obstacles in the way 
of the island trade with New York and 
New England. In that trade Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop was personally interested. It is true, 
as indeed he was careful to tell me, that 
his profits for the last year were much as 
usual; but it had been abundantly dem¬ 
onstrated in pamphlets that the Sugar 
duties were bound to have a disastrous 
effect on American trade in general; 
would, for example, undermine the New 
England rum industry and thereby de¬ 
press the fisheries and the African trade; 
would diminish the exports of lumber 


and grain from New York and Pennsyl¬ 
vania; would above all, since the new 
duties were to be paid in silver, drain 
the colonies of their small store of hard 
money and thereby make it diflBcult for 
American merchants to settle their bal¬ 
ances due in London on account of 
imported British manufactures. 

No one doubted, at least no one in 
America, that the Sugar Act was unwise 
in point of pohcy, calculated to defeat 
the very end intended. Yet there it was, 
an act of Parliament imposing duties for 
the regulation of trade, and we could not 
deny that Parliament had long exercised 
without opposition the right to regulate 
trade. But I recall Mr. Wynkoop’s point¬ 
ing out to me one novel feature of the 
act, which was the declared purpose, 
expressed in the preamble, of raising a 
revenue in “his Majesty’s dominions in 
America, for defraying the expenses of 
defending, protecting, and securing the 
same.” For some reason Mr. Wynkoop 
disliked the term “dominions,” always 
preferring the term “colonies.” But he 
disliked still more the term “securing.” 
For two years ministers had been prone 
to talk of laying restrictions on his 
Majesty’s dominions for their better se¬ 
curity. This idea Mr. Wynkoop disliked 
extremely. I remember his sayrng that 
the term “free-born Englishmen” had 
always given him great satisfaction, that 
he had always supposed that Americans 
were possessed of all the rights of Eng¬ 
lishmen born within the realm; and in¬ 
deed I knew him well enough to know 
that he harbored the firm conviction that 
Americans were not only as free as Eng¬ 
lishmen but even a little freer, a degree 
less subservient to aristocrats and kings, 
a degree more emancipated from custom 
and the dead hand of the past. I often 
heard him compare the Assembly of New 
York, chosen by the free suffrages of the 
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people, with the British Parliament in 
which so often the members were chosen 
by irresponsible Peers and Boroughmon- 
gers — compare them of course to the 
disadvantage of the latter. To suppose 
that Parliament was now bent upon re¬ 
stricting the dearly bought and well 
deserved liberties of America was to 
Jeremiah, as indeed it was to all of us, 
an alien and distressing thought. 

We could scarcely therefore avoid 
asking the question: '‘What constitutional 
right has the British Parliament to legis¬ 
late in restraint of American liberties?” 
We never doubted that we were pos¬ 
sessed of liberties, and no American, cer¬ 
tainly no American as well informed as 
Mr. Wynkoop, needed to be told that 
there was a British Constitution which 
guaranteed the rights of Englishmen. 
Yet, as I recall those early years, I must 
confess that we were somewhat per¬ 
plexed, had a little the air of groping 
about in the dark for the precise provi¬ 
sions of the British Constitution. The 
spirit of the British Constitution we knew 
was to be found in the Magna Charta 
and the BiU of Rights. Rights were 
indeed of its very essence; and to Mr. 
Wynkoop at least it was incredible that 
there was not to be found in it an ade¬ 
quate guarantee of the rights which 
Americans ought to enjoy. I remember 
his reading to me certain passages from 
the pamphlets of Stephen Hopkins and 
Governor Hutchinson — pamphlets which 
he thought expressed the American view 
very adequately. “What motive,” Mr. 
Hopkins asked, “can remain to induce 
the Parhament to hedge the principles 
and lessen the rights of the most dutiful 
and loyal subjects — subjects justly en¬ 
titled to ample freedom, who have long 
enjoyed and not abused, their liberties?” 
This passage I think expressed Mr. Wyn- 
koop’s state of mind very well in the year 


of the Sugar Act. His state of mind was 
one of amazement, the state of mind of 
a man who is still at the point of asking 
questions — Why? For what reason? 

Meantime the Stamp Act, presenting 
the question more clearly, did much to 
clarify our ideas on the matter of Ameri¬ 
can taxation; and certainly Mr. Wynkoop 
was never in doubt as to the unconstitu¬ 
tionality of that famous measure. In those 
days I was much at Mr. Wynkoop's 
house, and I remember one day in No¬ 
vember, 1765, sitting with him and his 
father-in-law, old Nicholas Van Schoic- 
kendinck, discussing the state of the 
nation. Even old Nicholas had been 
startled out of his customary compla¬ 
cency by the furious excitement occa¬ 
sioned by the Stamp Act. 

“The Act is unconstitutional, sir,” Mr. 
Wynkoop had just declared, somewhat 
dogmatically it must be confessed, and 
for perhaps the third time. “There can 
be no question about that I think. It is 
not only contrary to precedent, but is 
destructive of British liberty, the funda¬ 
mental principle of which is that Eng¬ 
lishmen may not be taxed without their 
own consent. We certainly never gave 
our assent to the Stamp Act.” 

“I won’t say no to that,” old Nicholas 
remarked. “And if we had done no more 
than to protest the measure I should be 
well content.” 

“Little good protests would have done, 
sir. We protested before the bill was 
passed, and without effect. Mr. Grenville 
would not hear our protests, and now he 
finds the act virtually nullified. I can’t 
say I regret it.” 

“Nullified!” Old Nicholas exclaimed 
with some asperity. “A soft word for a 
nasty business. Mr. Grenville finds his 
law ‘nullified,’ you say. But in getting the 
law nullified we get half the windows of 
the Broad Way smashed too, and Gover- 
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nor Golden gets his chariot burned. For 
my part I don’t know what Mr. Golden’s 
chariot had to do with the devilish 
stamps —it wasn’t designed to carry 
them.” 

“Very true, sir, I admit. And regretta¬ 
ble enough, all this parading and disturb¬ 
ance. But if Ministers will play with 
oppression the people will play with vio¬ 
lence. Similar incidents occurred in Eng¬ 
land itself in the last century. Let Mr. 
Grenville beware of playing the role of 
Strafford. God knows I am no friend of 
rioting. I have windows too. But a Httle 
rioting may be necessary on occasion to 
warn ministers that legislative lawless¬ 
ness is likely to be met by popular 
violence.” 

Mr. Wynkoop had perhaps a httle the 
air of talking to convince himself rather 
than old Nicholas. Old Nicholas at least 
was not convinced. 

“Tush!” he exclaimed irritably. “That’s 
a new word, ‘popular.’ You young fel¬ 
lows have picked up a lot of precious 
democratical phrases, I must say. Who 
are ‘the people’ you talk so loosely about? 
Another word for populace’ or I miss my 
guess. Don’t delude yourself by suppos¬ 
ing that it was hatred of the Stamps that 
made them break Mr. Livingston’s win¬ 
dows and burn Mr. Golden’s chariot. 
They hate Mr. Livingston and Mr. 
Golden because they are men of sub¬ 
stance and standing. It is not windows 
they aim at but class privileges, the privi¬ 
leges of my class and yours, the class that 
always has, and I trust always will, gov¬ 
ern this province. The bald fact is that a 
mob of mechanics and ne’er-do-wells, led 
by obscure fellows like John Lamb and 
Isaac Sears who have hitherto doffed their 
caps and known their places, are now 
aiming to control the city through their 
self constituted committees. Sons of Lib¬ 
erty, they caU themselves; sons of anar¬ 


chy, in fact. I wish as much as you to 
preserve our Liberties. But I warn you 
tLiat Hberty is a sword that cuts two ways, 
and if you can’t defend your rights 
against ministerial oppression without 
stirring the ‘people,’ you will soon be 
confronted with the necessity of defend¬ 
ing your privileges against the encroach¬ 
ments of the mob on the Bowling Green.” 

Old Nicholas stopped to hght his pipe, 
and after a few puffs added: 

“You don’t associate with Mr. John 
Lamb, do you? You ain’t one of the 
Liberty Boys who erect poles and break 
windows, I hope.” 

Mr. Wynkoop laughed off the sarcasm. 

“Gertainly not, sir. I don’t know the 
fellow Lamb, never saw him in fact, al¬ 
though I am told, and believe, that he is 
an honest, worthy man. The danger you 
mention has of course occurred to me, 
but I think you probably exaggerate it. 
Let Britain repeal the Stamp Act, as she 
must do, and the populace will be quiet 
enough.” 

We sat imtil a late hour. I took but 
httle part in the discussion, enjoying 
nothing better than to hsten to the good 
natured wrangling of these two friends. 
During the course of the evening each 
repeated, many times over, his former 
argument, all without rancor, but all 
equally without effect. Except in opin¬ 
ion, they were not divided; and at last, 
pledging one another courteously in a 
glass of stiff toddy, we separated for the 
night. 

During the following months Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop continued firm in the defence of 
American rights. He agreed, as all the 
substantial merchants did, not to use the 
stamps, which was indeed not possible 
since none were to be had. Yet he would 
do no business without them. Let the 
courts close, he said. Let his ships stand 
idle in harbor, a year, two years, let them 




92 


THE CAUSES OF THE AMEKICAN REVOLUTION 


rot there rather than submit to an uncon¬ 
stitutional measure. So I often heard him 
declare roundly, sitting at dinner sipping 
his madeira. , , . 

Again something missing from the 
manuscript. 

. . . secret misgivings, during the long 
cold winter, by the continued disturb¬ 
ances in the streets, and by the clamor 
of those, mostly of the common sort, who 
demanded that the courts should open 
and denounced the merchants for timidly 
refusing to do business without stamps. 
The Sons of Liberty were saying that the 
stopping of business was all very well 
for gentlemen of fortune, but that it was 
ruining the people who must starve un¬ 
less business went on as usual. The Sons 
of Liberty were grown more hostile to 
the merchants than they were to minis¬ 
ters, and they even hinted that the better 
sort were by their timidity betraying the 
cause. Meantime Old Nicholas appeared 
to enjoy the situation, and never lost an 
opportunity of asking him, Jeremiah 
Wynkoop, whether he hadn’t yet joined 
the Liberty Boys, and why after all he 
didn’t send his ships out, clearance 
papers or no clearance papers. 

Mr, Wynkoop was therefore im¬ 
mensely relieved when the British Parha- 
ment finally repealed the hateful meas¬ 
ure, thus at once justifying his conduct 
and restoring his confidence in the essen¬ 
tial justice of Britain. He had now, I 
recall, rather the better of the argument 
with Old Nicholas (the two were forever 
disputing) and pointed out to him ever 
so often that a little firmness on America’s 
part was all that was needful to the pres¬ 
ervation of her liberties. For two years 
he went about his business and pleasure 
with immense content. I dare say he 
easily forgot, as men wiU do, the distaste¬ 


ful incidents of the Stamp Act struggle, 
and allowed his mind to dwell chiefly on 
its satisfactions. He often spoke of the 
principle, “No taxation without repre¬ 
sentation,” as being now fully established; 
often expressed his gratification that, by 
taking a firm and sensible stand, he and 
his substantial friends had brought Bri¬ 
tain to recognize this principle; so that 
by the mere passing of time as it were 
these ideas acquired for Jeremiah a cer¬ 
tain axiomatic character. I was never so 
sure of all this, and sometimes called his 
attention to the Declaratory Act as evi¬ 
dence that Britain stiU claimed the right 
of binding the colonies in all matters 
whatsoever. Needless to say, old Nicho¬ 
las called his attention to the Declara¬ 
tory Act oftener than I did. But Mr. 
Wynkoop would not take the Declaratory 
Act seriously. It was, he said, no more 
than a bravely flying banner designed to 
cover a dignified retreat from an unten¬ 
able position; and he had no fear that 
Britain, having confessed its error by re¬ 
pealing the Stamp Act, would ever again 
repeat it. 

It presently appeared that the British 
government could commit errors without 
repeating itself. In 1767, following the 
mysterious retirement and delphic si¬ 
lences of Mr. Pitt, Mr. Charles Town- 
shend had come forward, no one knew 
on whose authority, and promised the 
House to obtain a revenue from America 
without doing violence to her alleged 
rights. The Americans, he said, had 
drawn a distinction between “internal” 
and ^external” taxes, denying the former 
but admitting the latter. This distinction 
Mr. Townshend thought “perfect non¬ 
sense, but was willing to humor Ameri¬ 
cans in it; which he would do by laying 
an external tax on the importation of 
glass, lead, paper, and tea. These duties, 
which would bring into the Exchequer 
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about £.40,000, the Americans must on 
their own principles, Mr. Townshend 
thought, admit to be constitutional 

It may strike my readers as odd that 
any one could have been surprised by 
anything Mr. Townshend took a notion 
to; but we were indeed not then as well 
aware of the man s essential frivolity as 
we have since become. I recall at aU 
events that Mr. Wynkoop followed the 
proceedings in the House with amaze¬ 
ment; and when we learned, one day in 
1768, that Mr. Townshend had actually 
blarneyed the House into passing the 
Tea Act, the whole business struck Jere¬ 
miah as preposterous —"doubtless one of 
those deplorable jokes,’" I remember his 
saying, "which Mr. Townshend is fond 
of perpetrating when half drunk.” I had 
some recollection that in the time of the 
Stamp Act troubles certain writers had 
hinted at a distinction between "internal” 
and "external” taxes; and Mr. Wynkoop 
admitted that some such distinction may 
have been made. But he said that for 
his part he thought little of such subtle 
distinctions, agreeing rather with Mr. 
Pitt that the real question was whether 
Parliament could "take money out of our 
pockets without our consent” by any tax 
whatsover. There was, however, a diEB- 
culty in taking so advanced a position at 
that time, and as usual it was old Nicho¬ 
las, always quick to perceive dijfficulties, 
who pointed it out. 

"I fancy,” old Nicholas had said, "that 
every act in regulation of trade takes 
money out of our pockets, but I don’t 
imagine you have yet become so ardent 
a Son of Liberty as to deny Parliament 
the right of regulating our trade.” 

At that time we were aU reading Mr. 
Dickinsons Letters of A Pennsylvania 
Farmer, and Mr. Wynkoop, who read 
everything, was able to meet that 
objection. 


"The essential question,” he said, "is 
whether an act of Parliament is laid pri¬ 
marily for the regulation of trade or for 
the raising of a revenue. If for the latter, 
it is a tax. The intention of the framers 
must decide, and there can be no ques¬ 
tion that the Tea Act is a tax since the 
framers expressly declare its purpose to 
be the raising of a revenue.” 

"A fine distinction, that! But it would 
be easy for the framers of an act to levy 
duties on imports with the real intention 
of raising a revenue, all the while pro¬ 
fessing loudly their intention of regulat¬ 
ing trade. What then?” 

"Americans would not be so easily de¬ 
ceived, sir. The nature of the Act would 
reveal the real intention clearly enough.” 

"Ha! You would determine the nature 
of an act by the intention of the framers, 
and the intention of the framers by the 
nature of the act. Excellent! That is the 
logic of your Pennsylvania Farmer. The 
New Englanders are stiU more advanced, 
I see. They are now saying that our 
rights are founded on a law of Nature, 
and God only knows what that is. God 
and Mr. Adams — it’s the same thing, I 
dare say.” 

"The New Englanders are Hkely to be 
a little rash, sir, I think,” Mr. Wynkoop 
admitted. "The argument of their Mr. 
Adams is complicated, and I fear too 
subtle to be easily followed. I’m not sure 
I understand it.” 

"WeU, never mind. You will all under¬ 
stand it soon enough. First you say that 
Britain has no right to lay internal taxes. 
Then that she has no right to levy taxes 
of any sort. Next you wiU be saying that 
Parliament has no right of legislation for 
the colonies on any matter whatsoever. 
And as you can’t derive that from prece¬ 
dent you will derive it from the law of 
nature.” 

Mr. Wynkoop smiled at this outburst 
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“I have no fear of its coming to that,” 
he said. “The Tea Act is not really an act 
of Britain; it is Mr. Townshend’s foolish 
hobby. A firm and sensible resistance on 
our part will effect its repeal. But if one 
could conceive Britain to be so blind as 
to push matters to extremes — well, I 
don’t know. If it were reaUy a choice 
between admitting that Parliament has a 
right of making all laws for us or denying 
that she has a right of making any laws 
for us, it would be a hard choice, but 
should we not be forced to choose the 
latter alternative? What other answer 
could we make?” 

“You may well ask! What answer will 
you make when your precious Adams 
comes out with a declaration of inde¬ 
pendency from Great Britain?” 

“Independence!” Mr. Wynkoop ex¬ 
claimed. “Good God, sir, what an idea!” 

And indeed, at that time, the idea of 
separation from Great Britain struck us 
all as fantastic. 

A firm and sensible resistance, Jere¬ 
miah had maintained, would bring a re¬ 
peal of the Townshend duties, as it had 
formerly brought a repeal of the Stamp 
Act. VV^en it was learned that Lord 
North, on March 5, 1770, had moved the 
repeal of all the Townshend duties save 
that on tea, Mr. Wynkoop could with 
some reason say, and did say, that events 
had proved the justice of his view. And 
Mr. Wynkoop felt, rightly enough, al¬ 
though he modestly refrained from boast¬ 
ing of it, that he had contributed to this 
happy result. With no more than the 
grudging consent of old Nicholas, he had 
taken a leading part in organizing the 
Merchant’s Association — an agreement 
not to import any goods from Great 
Britain so long as the Townshend duties 
should be in force. That Association had 
been faithfully kept by the New York 
merchants of substance and standing. 


Mr. Wynkoop had himself kept it to the 
letter, and had sacrificed much in doing 
so. He told me that his enlarged stock 
of goods, ordered in anticipation of the 
agreement, had soon been sold out —at 
high prices indeed, but not suflBciently 
high to recoup him for his subsequent 
losses. For four months last past business 
had been dull beyond aU precedent — 
scarcely a ship moving; debts not to be 
collected; money hardly to be had at any 
price; and the poorer sort of people in 
dire need for want of employment. 

There were indeed plenty of unscrupu¬ 
lous men who had done well enough, 
who had even profited while pretending 
to defend their country’s rights. The Bos¬ 
ton and Philadelphia merchants, as was 
definitely known in New York, had ob¬ 
served the Association none too weU; and 
even in New York men of no standing 
had done a thriving business in the 
smuggling way, especially in Holland tea. 
Obviously the longer the Association was 
mamtained by honest merchants, the 
more unscrupulous smugglers would 
profit by it. We were therefore somewhat 
surprised to learn that the Boston mer¬ 
chants were in favor of maintaining the 
Association in full vigor, in spite of Lord 
North’s concessions, so long as the 3d 
duty on tea was retained. This pohcy was 
also advocated by the dishonest benefi¬ 
ciaries of the system in New York, who 
made use of agitators like Mr. Mae- 
Dougall to stir up the Mechanics Associ¬ 
ation and the populace generally against 
the Merchants, their argument being that 
our liberties were as much endangered 
by the 3d duty on tea as they had been 
by all the Townshend duties. 

I am not so sure now that they were 
wrong, but at that time all of the substan¬ 
tial merchants of New York were strong 
for a modification of the Association. Mr. 
Wynkoop, I recall, took a leading part in 
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the affair. He was much irritated with 
the Boston merchants whom he described 
as being more active in "resolving what 
to do than in doing what they had re¬ 
solved.” His opinion was that the Asso¬ 
ciation no longer served any ""purpose 
other than to tie the hands of honest men 
to let rogues, smugglers, and men of no 
character plunder their country.” Be¬ 
sides, he was much gratified, as all the 
merchants were, by the recent act of the 
British government permitting the issue 
in New York of a paper currency, which 
was so essential to business prosperity. 
And therefore, in view of the fact that 
Britain had taken the first step by repeal¬ 
ing the major part of the Townshend 
duties, it seemed to him the part of wis¬ 
dom for the colonies to make some con¬ 
cession on their part. The New York mer¬ 
chants of standing were I think generally 
of Mr. Wynkoop’s opinion; and at all 
events, after taking a canvass of the city, 
they resolved to abandon the old Associa¬ 
tion, agreeing for the future to import all 
commodities, ""except teas and other arti¬ 
cles that are or may be subject to an 
importation duty.” Some were apprehen¬ 
sive lest New York might find itself alone 
in this action, and thereby suffer the 
stigma of having deserted the cause. But 
in the event it proved otherwise, as Mr. 
Wynkoop had anticipated. In spite of 
protests from Boston and Philadelphia, 
the merchants of those cities followed the 
lead of New York. Demonstrations in the 
streets soon subsided, importation be¬ 
came general, business revived, and the 
controversy with Britain seemed defi¬ 
nitely closed. 

The years of 71 and 72 were quiet 
years — ominously so as it proved. But 
in those days we all nourished the con- 
l^iction that the controversy with Britain 
was definitely closed. Nothing occurred 
to remind us of it even, unless it would 


be the annual celebrations of the repeal 
of the Stamp Act, or the faint reverbera¬ 
tions, always to be heard in any case, of 
political squabbles in the Massachusetts 
Bay. Then, out of a clear sky as it seemed, 
the storm burst — the landing of the tea 
ships, the destruction of the tea in Boston 
harbor, and the subsequent meeting of 
the Philadelphia Congress. These events, 
all occurring in rapid succession, seemed 
to fall like so many blows on Mr. Wyn- 
koop’s head, and I recall his saying to 
me. . . . 

Here the manuscript breaks off again, 
and there are evidently some pages 
missing. 

. . . return from Philadelphia, I met him 
at his father’s house where we were to 
take dinner, as often happened. Arriving 
early, we had a long talk while waiting 
for old Nicholas to come down. I found 
Mr. Wynkoop in low spirits, an unusual 
thing for him. It may have been no more 
than a natural weakness after the excite¬ 
ment of attending the Congress, but to 
my accustomed eyes his low spirits 
seemed rather due to the uncomfortable 
feeling that he had been elbowed by 
circumstances into a position which he 
never intended to occupy. I was eager 
for the details of the Congress, but he 
seemed unwilling to talk of that, pre¬ 
ferring rather to dwell upon the events 
leading up to it — matters which we had 
threshed out many times before. It was 
as if Mr. Wynkoop wished to revive the 
events of the last year and his own part 
in them, as if, feeling that he might and 
perhaps should have followed a different 
line of conduct, his mind was eagerly 
engaged in finding some good reasons 
for the line of conduct which he had 
followed in fact. What first gave me this 
notion was his saying, apropos of nothing. 
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I will confess to you, what I would 
not to another, that if I could twelve 
months ago have foreseen the present 
situation I should probably not have 
attended the Congress.” 

The remark alarmed me. Mr. Wyn- 
koop’s admiration for Britain and his 
faith in her essential justice were always 
stronger than mine. For my part I 
doubted not, from the moment of the 
passing of the Coercive Acts, that we 
were in for it, that Britain would not 
back down again, and that we must 
either break with her or submit to her 
demands. My decision was made. I 
would go with America when the time 
came for the final breach, I knew that; 
and above all things I wished Mr. Wyn- 
koop, who was my closest friend, to 
throw the weight of his powerful interest 
on the side of my country. But I knew 
him well enough to be smre that if he 
now convinced himself that it would 
come to a breach with Britain he would 
probably wash his hands of the whole 
business. What I coxmted on was a cer¬ 
tain capacity in the man, I won’t say for 
deceiving himself, but for convincing 
himself that what he strongly desired 
would somehow come to pass. I there¬ 
fore did what I could to convince him, 
or rather to help him convince himself, 
that his past and present conduct was 
that of a wise and prudent man 
“No man can foresee the future,” I re¬ 
marked, somewhat sententiously. 

“That is true,” he said. “And even 
could I have foreseen the futinre, I fail 
to see how I could have acted differently, 
at least not honorably and with any satis¬ 
faction to myself. It is past a doubt that 
Britain, in authorizing the India Com¬ 
pany to seU its teas in America, deliber¬ 
ately sought to raise the issue with Amer¬ 
ica once more. It was a challenge, and 
so insidiously contrived that America had 


no choice but submission or a resort to a 
certain amount of violence. Once landed 
the teas were hound to be sold, since 
even with the 3d duty they were offered 
at a less price than the Holland teas. The 
issue could not be met by commercial 
agreements, stiU less by argument. Well, 
we sent the teas back to London. The 
Massachusetts people threw theirs into 
the harbor. Violence, undoubtedly. I had 
no part in it, but what could be done? 
Who after aU was responsible for the 
violence? Let ministers who revived an 
issue happily settled answer that.” 

“There is no doubt in my mind,” I said, 
“that Britain welcomed ttie violence in 
Boston harbor as a pretext for strong 
measures.” 

“It seems incredible,” Mr. Wynkoop 
resumed, but what else can we think? 
Hitherto it might be said of ministers 
that they blundered, that they did not 
know the consequences of their acts. But 
not on this occasion. They knew perfectly 
the temper of America; and in any case 
the destruction of a little tea was surely 
a mild offense compared with the abro¬ 
gation of the Massachusetts Charter and 
the closing of Boston harbor. To subject 
a loyal province to military despotism, 
and then deliberately to set about starv¬ 
ing the people into submission reveals a 
vindictiveness foreign to the British char¬ 
acter. I can’t think the Coercive Acts 
represent the will of the English people, 
and I am confident, always have been, 
that the sober second thought of the 
nation will repudiate these acts of minis¬ 
terial despotism.” 

It was not the first time I had heard 
Mr. Wynkoop express that sentiment. 

“I trust it may prove so,” I said. “At 
least we have done om: part. No one can 
say that the Congress has countenanced 
rash measures. It has merely adopted a 
commercial agreement, a measure which 
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we have frequently resorted to before. 
I don’t see how it could have done less.” 

Mr. Wynkoop seemed a little uncertain 
of that. 

^Tes,” he said. “I suppose we could 
not have done less; Heaven knows we 
have shown a proper restraint. And I 
may say that what little influence I have 
had has always been exerted to that end.” 

I knew well enough what he was think¬ 
ing of. After the tea episode there were 
rash spirits who talked of resort to arms, 
and even hinted at independence. There 
were such men even in New York. They 
had formed the Committee of 25, but 
fortunately the more moderate minded 
had got the committee enlarged to 51; 
and Mr. Wynkoop, together with Mr. Jay 
and Mr. Alsop and other men of sub¬ 
stance, had consented to serve on the 
Committee of 51 in order to prevent the 
flrebrands from carrying the province 
into violent measures. Old Nicholas had 
advised against it. 

"Beware of meddling with treason,” I 
recall hearing him say to Mr. Wynkoop 
at that time. 

"Precisely my idea,” Mr. Wynkoop had 
replied, with the smile he always had for 
old Nicholas’ penchant for using stronger 
terms than the occasion warranted. "I 
wish to steer clear of treason, or anything 
remotely approaching it. But it is plain 
to be seen that New York will support 
Boston in some fashion, plain to be seen 
that she will send delegates to Phila¬ 
delphia. Suppose I and.all moderate men 
follow your advice and wash our hands 
of the affair? What then? Then the 
Mechanics will take the lead and send 
MacDougaU and Sears and men of their 
kidney to Philadelphia, with instructions 
for vigorous measures. Vigorous meas¬ 
ures! God only knows what measures 
they may be for!” 


It was to keep New York from violent 
measures of all sorts that Mr. Wynkoop 
had consented to serve on the Committee 
of 51; it was for that reason he had gone 
to Philadelphia. I knew that better than 
most, and I knew that that was what he 
was now thinking of. 

"I am very glad you went to Phila¬ 
delphia,” I said. 

"What else could I have done?” he ex¬ 
claimed. "I have asked myself that a 
dozen times without finding any answer. 
But about the Association I don’t know. 
You say it is a moderate measure, but 
after all it was the meastire of the New 
Englanders, and among the moderates of 
Philadelphia it was commonly thought to 
be perhaps too vigorous. I was opposed 
to it. I voted against it. And having done 
so perhaps I was ill advised to sign it. 
I don’t know.” 

I was about to make some reply, when 
old Nicholas came into the room, and I 
fancied I could see Mr. Wynkoop stiffen 
to defend his conduct against inevitable 
sarcasms. 

"Fine doings!” Old Nicholas growled. 
"The New Englanders had their way, as 
I expected. I warned you against med¬ 
dling with treason.” 

"Treason’s a strong word, sir.” 

"The Association smells of it,” 

"I cannot think so, sir. The Association 
is a voluntary agreement not to do cer¬ 
tain things; not to import or to export 
certain goods after a certain date. No 
law that I know of compels me to im¬ 
port or to export.” 

"No law requires you to import or to 
export, very true. But does any law re¬ 
quire me not to import or export? Cer¬ 
tainly no law of the British Parliament 
or of New York Province obliges me. But 
suppose I exercise my lawful privilege 
of importing after the date fixed? What 
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then? Will not your Association compel 
me not to import, or try to do so? Are 
not your committees pledged to inspect 
the customs, to seize my goods, and to 
sell them at public auction for the benefit 
of the starving mechanics of Boston? I 
tell you your Association erects a govern¬ 
ment unknown to the law; a government 
which aims to exert compulsion on all 
citizens. When I am given a coat of tar 
for violating the Association, will you still 
say it is a voluntary Association?” 

"I think little compulsion will be neces¬ 
sary,” Mr. Wynkoop replied. "The conti¬ 
nent is united as never before; and when 
the British people realize that, and when 
British merchants find markets wanting, 
ministers will be made to see reason.” 

"TTou signed the Association, I hear.” 

"I did, sir. I was opposed to it as Mr. 
Jay was, but when it was finally carried 
we both signed it. Once adopted as ex¬ 
pressing the policy of Congress, it seemed 
useless to advertise our divisions, and so 
weaken the eflFect of the measures taken. 
Congress has decided. The important 
thing now is not what policy Congress 
should have adopted; the important thing 
now is for aU to unite in support of the 
policy which it has in fact adopted. If 
the Colonies present a united front to 
Britain, as they wiU do, Britain must 
yield.” 

"My advice,” old Nicholas said as we 
went into dinner, "is to drop it. And don’t 
say I didn’t warn you.” 

Over our after dinner wine the matter 
was gone into at greater length. I said 
but little, no more than to titirow in a 
remark now and then to keep the argu¬ 
ment alive; for I felt that the opposition 
of old Nicholas would do more to keep 
Mr. Wynkoop in the right frame of mind 
than anything I could say. Be that as it 
may, I left the house weU satisfied; for 


whether it was the dinner, or the wine, 
or the truculent arguments of old Nicho¬ 
las, or all of these combined, I felt sure 
that the total effect of the evening had 
been to confirm Mr. Wynkoop in the con¬ 
viction that the Association was a wise 
measure, well calculated to bring Britain 
to terms. 

As Mr. Wynkoop had anticipated, 
little compulsion was necessary to secure 
the observance of the Association; the 
threat of confiscation, on the authority of 
the Committee of 60, of which Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop was a member, was quite sufiBcient, 
save in the case of certain obstinate but 
negligible traders. And at first it seemed 
to many that the measures taken would 
produce the desired eflFect, for in Febru¬ 
ary Lord North introduced his famous 
Resolution on Conciliation. I thought the 
Resolution signified little or nothing, 
and when in April the news came from 
Lexington I was not much surprised. It 
meant war to a certainty, and my fbrst 
thought was to learn what Mr. W}mkoop 
would make of it. Curiously enough, 
with that faculty he had for moulding 
the world close to the heart’s desire, Mr. 
Wynkoop found some satisfaction in this 
untoward event. War with Great Britain 
— no, he would not pronounce the word 
prematurely. He spoke of the Lexington 
aflFair as a repetition of the Boston Massa¬ 
cre, seemingly more serious only because 
America was now prepared to defend its 
liberties with arms in its hands. I was 
delighted that he could take it so; for it 
convinced me that we might still carry 
him along with us. The Assembly of New 
York was too lukewarm to be depended 
on, half the members or more being 
frankly Tory, so that we found it conveni¬ 
ent to organize a Provincial Congress, 
composed of delegates elected under the 
supervision of the Committees, in order 
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to take charge of affairs and keep New 
York in line with the continent. The most 
advanced party was already suspicious 
of Mr. Wynkoop’s loyalty; but the mod¬ 
erate men saw the wisdom of winning his 
support if possible. Mr. Jay and Mr. 
Alsop were especially keen to have Mr. 
Wynkoop serve in the Provincial Con¬ 
gress, and they asked me to do what I 
could to obtain his consent to stand as a 
candidate. 

I did what I could, and I flatter myself 
that my representations had some influ¬ 
ence with him. Knowing his admiration 
for Mr. Jay, I put it to him as a thing 
strongly urged by that gentleman. 

"Mr. Jay thinks it the more necessary,” 
I said to Mr. Wynkoop, "for men of your 
sound and moderate views to serve, since 
the Mechanics are every day gaining 
headway, and at the same time many 
men of standing are withdrawing alto¬ 
gether. There is a twofold danger to 
meet; we must keep the province loyal 
to the cause, and we must prevent the 
levelling ideas of the New Englanders 
from gaining the ascendancy here. If 
men of your standing refuse to direct 
the affaii's of the colony in these crucial 
times we shall surely succumb to one or 
the other of these evils.” 

"I understand that very well,” Mr. 
Wynkoop replied, "but the decision is 
not, as you know, an easy one for me.” 

"Your diflSculties are appreciated, and 
by no one more than by Mr. Jay and all 
his friends. But it is precisely for that 
reason, as they point out, that we need 
your support. Old Nicholas is known to 
be Tory, and it is much commented on 
that the Van Schoickendinck Interest is 
largely lukewarm if not actually hostile. 
The family Interest is a powerful one, 
and if you are cordially with us it will do 
much to bring over many who are hesi¬ 


tating. Your responsibility is the greater, 
as Mr. Jay rightly says, because of the 
fact that you will carry with you, one 
way or another, a great number.” 

"It is very flattering of Mr. Jay to say 
so.” 

Mr. Wynkoop had a great respect for 
Mr. Jay’s judgment —had always had. 
He consented to stand, and was elected. 
Throughout the summer of 1775 he 
attended the sessions of the Provincial 
Congress faithfully, giving his support 
to those who were endeavoring to hold 
the province to a sane middle course — 
enforcing the Association; raising a mi¬ 
litia for defense; keeping the door care¬ 
fully open for conciliation. Old Nicholas 
charged him with being too much led 
about by Mr. Jay. Mr. Wynkoop natu¬ 
rally replied that the notion was ridicu¬ 
lous. What kept him to the mark I feel 
sure was the feeling that his views and 
his conduct had been hitherto justified 
by events, and were now justified by 
Lord North’s Resolution on Conciliation. 
On this he placed all his hopes. Un¬ 
acceptable Lord North’s Resolution was, 
he told me on one occasion; but he re¬ 
gretted that the Congress at Philadelphia 
had seen fit to pronounce it "unseason¬ 
able and insidious.” When bargains are 
to be struck, Mr. Wynkoop said, politi¬ 
cians do not offer everything at the first 
approach. The Resolution proved, he 
thought, that Lord North was preparing 
to retreat, as gracefully as possible no 
doubt. Meantime the policy adopted by 
the Philadelphia Congress Mr. Wynkoop 
thought eminently satisfactory; the Reso¬ 
lution on Taking up Arms was admirably 
phrased to convince Britain that America 
would defend her rights; the Petition to 
the King admirably phrased to prove her 
loyalty. Throughout the summer and 
autumn Mr. W}mkoop therefore held the 
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same language to men of extreme views 
— to the over timid and to the over zeal¬ 
ous: the Petitions the thing, he said; it 
will surely effect the end desired. 

Hope delayed makes the heart sick, it 
has been said. But I think this was not 
the effect on Mr. Wynkoop. On the con¬ 
trary, I am sure that for four months he 
found peace of mind by looking forward 
to the happy day when the king would 
graciously make concessions. I had little 
expectation of any concessions, and it 
was no great shock to me when the news 
arrived in November that the king had 
not even deigned to receive the Petition, 
much less to answer it. But I knew it 
would be a heavy blow to Mr. Wynkoop; 
and when the British government, plac¬ 
ing an embargo on American trade, pro¬ 
claimed America to be in a state of re¬ 
bellion, it is not too much to say that 
Mr. Wynkoop’s little world of opinion 
and conduct, held together by recollec¬ 
tion of the past and hope for the future, 
was completely shattered. For a month 
I saw him scarcely at all. He rarely went 
abroad, even to attend the Provincial 
Congress. He must have sat at home in 
seclusion, endeavoring to adjust his 
thought to the grim reality, gathering 
together as best he could the scattered 
fragments of a broken faith. 

During the vdnter of 76 I saw him 
more frequently. We often discussed the 
situation at length. The time for discus¬ 
sion, for discussion of the past that is, 
seemed to me to be over. But Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop was seemingly more interested in 
discussing what had happened than in 
discussing what ought now to be done. 
At first this puzzled me; but I soon 
found the explanation, which was that 
he knew very well what had to be done; 
or at least what he had to do, and was 
only engaged in convincing himself that 


it had been from the first inevitable, that 
the situation that now confronted him 
was not of his making. His one aim from 
the first, he said, and he said it many 
times, was to prevent the calamity now 
impending. I know not how many times 
he reviewed his past conduct. Short of 
tamely submitting to the domination of 
Parliament, he was forever asking, what 
other course could America have fol¬ 
lowed but the one she had followed? 
What other course could he have fol¬ 
lowed? If America had appealed, not to 
force but to reason, was this not due to 
the efforts of men of substance and stand¬ 
ing, men of Mr. Wynkoop’s class? If Mr. 
Wynkoop and all his kind had washed 
their hands of the affair, would not the 
populace and their hot headed leaders 
long since have rushed America into vio¬ 
lence, and so have given Britain’s meas¬ 
ures the very justification which they 
now lacked? 

In aU this I quite agreed with Mr. 
Wynkoop. I assured him that his con¬ 
duct had always been that of a wise and 
prudent man, and that if events had dis¬ 
appointed the expectations of prudent 
men, the fault was clearly not his. 
Responsibility lay with the British gov¬ 
ernment, with those mad or unscrupulous 
ministers who, wittingly or unwittingly, 
were betraying the nation by doing the 
will of a stubborn king. Mr. Wynkoop 
found consolation in the thought that 
since ministers had appealed to the 
sword, the decision must be by the sword. 
Fight or submit, they had said. The alter¬ 
native was not of America’s choosing, nor 
of Mr. Wynkoop’s choosing. Could 
America submit now? Could Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop submit now? Whatever he might 
have done a year ago, two years ago, 
could be now tamely submit, bowing the 
head like a scared school boy, renounc- 
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ing the convictions of a Hfetime, advising 
the friends with whom he had been asso¬ 
ciated on committees and congresses to 
eat their words, to cry out for mercy, 
saying that they did not mean what they 
said, saying that it was only a game they 
were playing. "1 have made commit¬ 
ments,” Mr. Wynkoop often said to me. 
"I have given hostages.” This was true, 
and this I think was the consideration 
of greatest weight with him; he could not 
deny his words and renounce his friends 
without losing his self respect. 

War with Great Britain! Mr. Wynkoop 
was forced to pronounce the word at last. 
But independence! That was the hardest 
word of all. Yet the word was in the air, 
passing from mouth to mouth behind 
closed doors and in the open streets. I 
had long since accustomed myself to 
the idea, but Mr. Wynkoop hated the 
thought of it, said he had never desired 
it, did not now desire it—"unless,” he 
admitted as a kind of after thought, "the 
Britain I have always been loyal to proves 
an illusion.” It was this notion, I think, 
that enabled Mr. W)mkoop to reconcile 
himself to the policy of separation. The 
Britain of his dreams was an illusion. The 
Britain he had known did not exist. In 
those days we were all reading the fiery 
papers of Mr. Paine entitled Common 
Sense. I know that Mr. Wynkoop read 
them, and I fancy that they helped him 
to see Britain in her true colors. 

"I like neither the impudence of the 
mans manner nor the uncompromising 
harshness of his matter,” Mr. Wynkoop 
once said to me. "Yet it seems that events 
give only too much foundation for his 
assertion that we have deluded ourselves 
in proclaiming the advantages of the 
connection with Britain. I can’t agree 
with him that the loyal and respectful 
tone of our pamphlets and petitions is no 
more than mawkish sentiment; but I do 


wonder if the alleged benefits of the 
union with Britain are but figments of 
the imagination. It is hard to think so. 
And yet what now are those benefits? 
We must surely ask tliat.” 

Thus in the long winter of 76 Mr. 
Wynkoop repaired the illusions by which 
he hved, reconciling himself to the in¬ 
evitable step. At this time he saw little 
of Mr. Van Schoickendinck — it was too 
painful for both of them, I dare say. At 
least their last conversation I know (it 
was by Jeremiah’s express invitation that 
I was present) was a trying one. It was 
on the 30th of May that we found old 
Nicholas in the hall of his house, stand¬ 
ing, leaning on his cane, evidently much 
moved. 

"I asked you to come,” old Nicholas 
said after greeting us a little stifily, "be¬ 
cause I must know what you purpose to 
do. General Howe is about to take New 
York. The Philadelphia Congress is about 
to declare a separation from Great Bri¬ 
tain. The so-called Provincial Congress 
of New York will hesitate, but it will 
probably support the measure. Am I to 
understand that you will burn your 
bridges and side with the rebels?” 

With great seriousness and gravity, 
Mr. Wynkoop replied: 

"I wish you to believe, sir, that I have 
given the matter every consideration in 
my power; and it seems to me that I can’t 
do other than go with America. America 
is my country, and yours too, sir.” 

"America is my country.” The voice of 
old Nicholas was shrill. "I have no great 
love for Britishers, as you know. Damn 
them all, I say! But I am too old to 
meddle with treason. Especially when it 
can’t come to any good. Either we shall 
be crushed, in which case our last state 
will be worse than our first; or we shall 
succeed, in which case we shall be ruled 
by the mob. Which is better, God knows. 
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What I can’t see is why you have allowed 
the fanatics to run away with the cart. 
Fight if you must, but why close the 
door to reconciliation by declaring an 
independency?” 

"We can’t fight without it, sir. That’s 
the whole truth of the matter. I was 
much against it, and so were most. But 
the necessity is clear. First we refused 
to trade, hoping that Britain would make 
terms as she had formerly done. Instead 
of making terms Britain closed our ports 
and prepared to make war. To fight we 
must have supplies and munitions. We 
must have money. We can get none of 
these things without reviving trade; and 
to revive trade we must have allies, we 
must have the support of France. But 
will France aid us so long as we profess 
our loyalty to Britain? France will give 
money and troops to disrupt the British 
empire, but none to consolidate it. The 
act of separation will be the price of a 
French alliance.” 

"Am I to understand that the act of 
separation is not to be seriously made, 
except to buy French assistance? That 
you will let France go by the board as 
soon as Britain is willing to negotiate?” 

Mr. Wynkoop did not at once reply. 
After a moment he said, 

"No, I would not say that, sir. The act 
of separation is intended for Britain’s 
benefit too. It will make it plain that we 
mean what we say —that we mean to 
defend our liberties to the last ditch if 
necessary. Yet I hope, and believe, in 
spite of all, that it will not come to that.” 

For a long moment old Nicholas stood 
stiff and silent. Suddenly extending his 
hand, but turning his face away, he said, 
"Well, good bye. Our ways part then.” 
"Don’t say that, sir.” 

I must say it. I must remain as I be¬ 
gan—a loyal British subject. You have 
ceased to be one. I am sorry to have 


seen this day. But I must submit to 
necessity, and you must too.” 

Slowly old Nicholas ascended the 
stairs, tapping each tread with his cane. 
Half way up, he cried out, as if in anger, 
"Good bye, I say!” 

"God keep you, sir,” was aU Mr. Wyn¬ 
koop could find to reply. 

Mr. Wynkoop afterwards told me that 
he spent a sleepless night in his half- 
abandoned house. In anticipation of 
General Howe’s arrival he had already 
begun to move his effects out of the city, 
into Westchester Gounty, near White 
Plains, where the Provincial Congress 
was adjourned to meet on July 2. With 
the business of settling his personal 
affairs to the best advantage he was so 
fully occupied that he did not attend the 
Congress on the opening days. But on 
the afternoon of the 9th of July he took 
his place, a little late. Slipping quietly 
into a vacant chair just in front of me, 
he was handed a copy of "A Declara¬ 
tion by the Representatives of the United 
States of America, in Congress Assem¬ 
bled.” The chairman of a committee, 
appointed to report on the validity of 
the reasons given for separation from 
Great Britain, was reading the document. 
We listened to the felicitous and now 
familiar phrases — "hold these truths to 
be self-evident”—"just powers from the 
consent of the governed”-"right of the 
people to alter or abolish it”- 

*W^ho are the people?” I heard Mr, 
Wynkoop murmur to his neighbor. 

His neighbor, not hearing or not under¬ 
standing him, whispered behind his hand. 
This is not an easy time for you, I 
dare say. Mr. Van Schoickendinck can’t 
be induced to join us.” The last a state¬ 
ment rather than a question. 

No, Mr. Wynkoop said. "He will go 
Tory. He will not oppose us. His sym¬ 
pathies are with us really, I think. He is 
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thoroughly American, with no great love 
for Britain. But he is old —he will go 
Tory.” 

^^The Declaration will carry, I think.” 

"Yes.” 

"It seems well phrased. Jeflferson's pen, 
I understand.” 

Presently the chairman, having finished 
the reading of the Declaration, read the 
report of the committee. "While we la¬ 
ment the cruel necessity which has made 
that measure unavoidable, we approve 
the same, and will, at the risk of our 
lives and fortunes, join with the other 
colonies in supporting it.” 

The report of the committee was car¬ 
ried, unanimously, a bare majority being 
present. 

Whereupon a member begged leave, 
before proceeding to other routine busi¬ 
ness, to make a few remarks. Permission 
being granted, the member spoke of the 
decisive step which had just been taken; 


of the solemn crisis which confronted all 
America; of the duty of meeting that 
crisis with high courage, with the in¬ 
domitable perseverance of freemen fight¬ 
ing for their liberties. "The time for dis¬ 
cussion is over,” he said. "The time for 
action has come. Once thoroughly united, 
we cannot fail, and if we triumph, as we 
shall, a grateful posterity will recall these 
days, and do honor to the patriotic men 
whose conduct was inspired by the spirit 
of freedom. God grant we may so act 
that the spirit of freedom will ever be 
synonymous with the spirit of ’76!” 

In the perfunctory applause which 
greeted these remarks, Mr. Wynkoop 
joined, as heartily I think, as . . . 

Here, most unfortunately, the manu¬ 
script ends. What the conclusion of the 
story may have been, if indeed it ever 
was concluded, will probably never he 
knowm 
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E xcept for sections on the frontier 
which suffered from Indian raids, 
the colonies had not been the seat of any 
of the military operations of the Seven 
Years’ War, which ended, as far as Amer¬ 
ica was concerned, in 1760. As always 
happens in a war, a good many new for¬ 
tunes had been built up. Privateering 
frequently proved exceedingly profitable, 
and the great prizes brought in encour¬ 
aged speculation. Army contracts — such, 
for example, as one for two million 
pounds of beef and two million pounds 
of bread, among other supphes — lined 
the pockets of the contractors, who al¬ 
ways emerge rich from such troubled 
periods. Business of all sorts had come 
to be conducted on a much larger scale, 
and we can clearly trace the growing 
connection between business leaders and 
subservient or participating legislatures, 
even one so close to the people as that 
of Connecticut. Lawyers were rising into 
prominence as business affairs became 
larger and more complex, and they also 
began to appear in legislatures. 

For a while the farming and laboring 
classes had shared in the war-time pros¬ 
perity; the farmer had got war-time 
prices and the laborer’s wages had risen 
rapidly as the scarcity of labor had in¬ 
creased and floods of paper money had 
worked their usual inflation. But when 
the bubble broke, aU of these classes 
suffered severely. Taxes had risen rapidly 


with the debts contracted by the several 
colonies. The currency became heavily 
depreciated. General business fell off 
sharply. The price of farm produce 
crashed. Many of the laborers and farm¬ 
ers had to abandon their homes. There 
was a severe decline in the price of farm 
land in the older settlements, many fore¬ 
closures of mortgages, lawsuits for debts 
which wiped out all equities. Once more 
the frontier seemed to offer the only hope 
to many of the poor who could not 
weather the storm. 

But in 1763 came a stunning blow. 
England by proclamation forbade any 
colonials to cross the watershed of the 
mountains to settle. This was the British 
government’s solution of the Indian prob¬ 
lem, one of the first which required to 
be settled with respect to the new Cana¬ 
dian and western territory. The Ministers 
feared ~ not vdthout good cause, as Pon¬ 
tiac’s conspiracy was to show — that, with 
the savages already hostile to the Eng- 
hsh regime and perhaps stirred up by 
the French, there would be constant 
trouble on the frontier if the settlers 
pressed into the Indian hunting grounds. 
The valuable fur trade had to be pre¬ 
served, and England had no wish to 
garrison a frontier of perhaps twelve 
hundred miles. As a temporary expedi¬ 
ent, the government lit upon the idea of 
holding back immigration to the western 
cotmtry, and, in order to keep the Indians 
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quiet, to erect for the present a large 
Indian territory. Unfortunately, with the 
procrastination in government aflFairs 
characteristic of the times, what was in¬ 
tended to be only a temporary expedient 
was never seriously considered again. 
The Americans felt that they had given 
considerable help in conquering Aunerica 
from the French, and were furious at 
being told that they must not enter the 
promised land. The population was dou¬ 
bling every twenty to twenty-five years. 
The post-war suffering was keenly felt. 
Canute might as well have commanded 
the waves not to advance as for the 
British government to forbid the Ameri¬ 
cans, in their distress, to seek new for¬ 
tune across the mountains — except that 
the waves would not have resented it, 
whereas the colonists did. 

We have already seen that there was 
plenty of resentment on the frontier in 
any case — resentment against New Eng¬ 
land land speculators, against the all- 
engrossing land-grabbers in New York, 
against the new slavocracy in the South; 
resentment on the part of the new immi¬ 
grants against those who had cheated 
and ill-used them; resentment against the 
landlords of England by the Scotch- 
Irish. Typical of the feeling of the latter 
was the inscription that was carved on 
the tombstone of one of them in the 
Shenandoah Valley. “Here lies,” so it 
read, “the remains of John Lewis, who 
slew the Irish Lord, settled Augusta 
County, located the town of Staunton, 
and furnished five sons to fight the bat¬ 
tles of the American Revolution.” There 
is ample evidence that the frontier was 
full of combustible material — lawless, 
resentful, radical, and independent. 
Moreover, in the older settlements the 
poorer people were full of trouble and 
grievances at this time and quite ready 
to father them upon anyone. Even the 


rich were beginning to feel hard times. 
If more grievances came, it would not be 
very difficult to stir sedition into a flame. 
There was a flare-up in 1761 when the 
Courts in Boston were asked by the rev¬ 
enue officers to issue new “writs of assist¬ 
ance,” all the old ones having expired 
with the death of George II. These were 
of the nature of general search warrants, 
not naming the particular place to be 
searched or the object to be searched 
for, and had been used for some years, 
at the suggestion of Pitt, chiefly to try to 
prevent the illicit trade between Boston 
merchants and the French enemy, which 
had been prolonging the war. James Otis, 
who argued against them in a fiery 
speech, although he lost his case, took 
the proper ground that they were de¬ 
structive of hberty, and John Adams once 
said that the Aunerican Revolution began 
then and there. 

The first move made by the English 
government to reorganize the adminis¬ 
tration of the empire was along the lines 
of old legislation accepted by the colo¬ 
nists in principle though not complied 
with in practice. In 1764, in an effort 
to secure some customs revenue, which 
heretofore had sufficed only to pay a 
quarter of the cost of collection, the 
Sugar Act was passed by Parliament, 
followed by two others in the next two 
years. 

These three Acts might have seriously 
demorahzed commerce, but as their in¬ 
cidence happened to be almost wholly 
on the trade carried on by New England, 
the issue was not felt by all the colonies. 
The Stamp Act in 1765, however, as 
being internal taxation, affected every 
colony alike, though not to equal extent 
financially, as did also the Townshend 
Acts of 1767, which included duties on 
imports of manufactured articles from 
Great Britain. Moreover, both these last 
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were especially designed to transfer a 
revenue from the colonies in sterling or 
bills of exchange, when it was difficult 
enough to find sufficient of either to make 
good the annual adverse balance of trade. 
They also marked a new sort of legisla¬ 
tion, different from the mere trade regu¬ 
lation of old. 

The excitement during these years was 
intense. The economic structure of the 
colonies, akeady seriously affected, was 
threatened with ruin. Business grew rap¬ 
idly worse, and the passage of the Stamp 
Act had given a focus for every possible 
form of discontent. The reaction ex¬ 
pressed in varying tones from Patrick 
Henry’s well-known speech up to the 
dignified papers drawn up by representa¬ 
tives of the various colonies in the Stamp 
Act Congress, as well as the mobbing 
and burning of houses in various towns, 
made the British government realize it 
had gone too far as a matter of expedi¬ 
ency. Both the Sugar Act and the Stamp 
Act were soon repealed, and in 1770, 
after a non-importation agreement, en¬ 
forced in the colonies, had reduced im¬ 
ports from Great Britain by nearly half, 
the Townshend Acts also were largely 
modified, leaving only a trifling tax on 
tea as a symbol of the power of Parlia¬ 
ment. The much disliked Act quartering 
British soldiers on the colonists where 
garrisons were maintained was also al¬ 
lowed to lapse without being reenacted. 
The British government pledged itself 
to attempt to raise no further revenue in 
America; the non-importation agreements 
were rescinded; and American imports 
from England rose from £1,634,000 in 
1769 to £4,200,000 in 1771. Here and 
there in various colonies there were local 
grievances against England, but pros¬ 
perity had returned to America, and the 
wealthy, as well as many of the classes 
dependent on them, were inclined to for¬ 


get the quarrel with the mother country. 

Meanwhile, however, much that was 
ominous, for the future had happened. 
The merchant and other wealthy and 
conservative classes had been chiefly 
anxious to avoid trouble and merely to 
get the obnoxious acts rescinded. The 
English mind which America inherited 
has nearly always preferred adjustment 
and working compromises to declara¬ 
tions of abstract principles. The wealthy 
men had been willing to fight their cause 
on the grounds that the new laws were 
inexpedient and that they would damage 
the business interests of England as well 
as their own, a line of argument in which 
they received the cordial support of the 
mercantile interests in London who did 
business with them, and who agreed with 
their point of view. In fact, the repeal of 
the various acts was due more to the 
English mercantile influence brought to 
bear on Parliament than to either the 
mobbing or the constitutional arguments 
in America. What the English merchants 
and the richer men in the colonies wanted 
above all was good business and as litde 
political friction as possible. 

On the other hand, as we have seen, 
there was a vast mass of smouldering 
discontent among the poorer people 
everywhere in America. The line of eco¬ 
nomic class cleavage was beginning to 
be more clearly defined, and the lower 
in the scale were beginning to look to 
men from among their own ranks to lead 
them politically. When, for example, 
Patrick Henry tried to secure the passage 
of his Stamp Act resolutions in die Vir¬ 
ginia House of Burgesses, he was unani¬ 
mously backed by the poor electors, 
whereas he had to overcome the almost 
solid resistance of the rich. However, the 
greatest master in manipulating the 
masses whom America has ever seen, ex- 
cept possibly Bryan, arose in Boston. 
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Opinions will always di£Fer regarding 
Samuel Adams, but there can be no 
difference of opinion as to his consum¬ 
mate ability as a plotter of revolution. 
In all else he was a failure throughout 
his life. Before the years in which his 
manipulation of the inflammable mate¬ 
rial among the public was to give him a 
lasting place in American history, he had 
failed in law and business and public 
offlce. In after years, when constructive 
work had to be done in Congress in con¬ 
stitution making or as governor of his 
new State, he played a wholly insignifi¬ 
cant part. He could tear dovm, but not 
build up. He was a fanatic, as most men 
are who change history, and with a fa¬ 
natical hati*ed of England he strove to 
break all ties with her. Had he lived a 
century earlier he would have been one 
of the stern Puritan leaders of the type 
of Endicott, unyielding, persecuting, con¬ 
vinced to the very marrow of his bones 
of the infallibility of his own beliefs. But 
although he was a Puritan of the Puri¬ 
tans, the times had changed. They had 
become political, and in Adams's mind 
England and her rule had become the 
principle of evil in the fives of the people 
of God, to be fought day and night and 
with every weapon in his arsenal. Even 
when others had no wish to secede from 
the empire, but merely to be left in peace 
or to have certain inimical laws repealed, 
Adams early conceived the belief that 
the one end to work for was immediate 
and complete independence. 

As he surveyed the field of public opin¬ 
ion in which he would have to operate, 
he saw clearly the two classes of rich and 
poor and realized that their interests 
were different. The rich were conserva¬ 
tive, the poor radical; the rich were de¬ 
sirous of as little change as possible, the 
poor clamored for any change that would 
better their condition; the rich would be 


influenced mainly by arguments of com¬ 
promise and expediency, the poor by ap¬ 
peals to their rights for a greater share 
in the political and economic life of their 
communities. If these two classes could 
be brought to work together, public opin¬ 
ion would be a unit, but if they could not, 
then the greater reliance must be placed 
on the poorer classes, who constituted the 
overwhelming mass of the population 
and who could more readily be stirred to 
anger and radical action. From about 
1761 until independence was declared 
by the colonies in 1776, Adams worked 
ceaselessly for the cause to which he 
had devoted his life, manipulating news¬ 
papers and town meetings, organizing 
committees for correspondence through¬ 
out the colonies, even bringing about 
which would inflame public 
opinion. At one period it looked as 
though his efforts would be in vain, but 
in the end the stupidity of the British 
government won the day for him. 

It is a great mistake to think of public 
opinion as united in the colonies and as 
gradually rising against British tyranny. 
Public opinion is never wholly united, 
and seldom rises to a pitch of passion 
without being influenced — in other 
words, without the use of propaganda. 
The Great War taught that to those who 
did not know it already. 

The years preceding the final secession 
of the colonies may be divided into three 
periods. During the first, from the pas¬ 
sage of the Sugar Act to the practical 
repeal of all obnoxious legislation in 
1770, the different groups were by force 
of circumstances united in opposition to 
the policy of England. The merchants 
needed no propaganda to realize that 
their business was being seriously inter¬ 
fered with, though they cared little about 
the popular catchwords that were being 
used by the new leaders of the people to 
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inflame them. The Stamp Act, however, 
with its threat of internal taxation, did, 
during its one brief year of life, bring the 
whole problem for a while from the 
realm of mere business to that of consti¬ 
tutional questioning. But by 1770 the 
merchants’ grievances were settled, and 
from then until 1773 all desire for agita¬ 
tion and "rocking the boat” disappeared 
among the richer classes. Up to that 
point, the popular anger had served their 
own cause. For the next three years 
their cause was peace, and popular agi¬ 
tation and attacks on England became a 
menace and not a help to them. 

From the first, Adams and those work¬ 
ing with him had realized the necessity 
of democratic slogans in the creation of 
a state of mind. While the merchants 
were busy pointing out to their London 
correspondents that the new laws would 
hurt the business of all alike, Adams at 
once struck boldly out to inflame the 
passions of the crowd by threatening 
that it was to be reduced to the "miser¬ 
able state of tributary slaves,” contrast¬ 
ing its freedom and moral virtue with 
the tyranny and moral degradation of 
England. He proclaimed that the mother 
country was bent on bringing her colo¬ 
nies to a condition of "slavery, poverty 
and misery,” and on causing their utter 
ruin, and dinned into tlie ears of the 
people the words "slavery and t)Tanny” 
until they assumed a reality from mere 
reiteration. His political philosophy was 
eagerly lapped up by a populace smart¬ 
ing under hard times and resentful of 
colonial even more than imperial con¬ 
ditions of the moment. The establishment 
of government by free consent of all had 
become imbedded in the mind of the 
average man, as an essential part of the 
American dream. Adams himself had 
seen the vision, but had glimpsed it with 
the narrowness and bitterness with which 


the more bigoted Puritans had seen the 
vision of an unloving and revengeful 
Hebrew Jehovah. Like them he felt that 
he alone, and those who believed as he 
did, were in possession of the truth, and 
that those who differed from him were 
enemies of truth and God. Because, 
however, the American dream had so 
deeply affected the hopes and aspira¬ 
tions of the common men, the more radi¬ 
cal among them, in town and on fron¬ 
tier, echoed with wild enthusiasm such 
pronouncements of Adams as that "the 
natural liberty of man is to be free from 
any superior power on earth, and not to 
be under the will or legislative authority 
of man, but only to have the law of 
nature for his rule,” 

Such talk as this could only make Eng¬ 
land fearful of how far the people might 
try to put such precepts into practice. 
The upper classes in the colonies also be¬ 
gan to be uneasy. Up to 1770, when their 
own grievances were redressed, they 
might allow such ideas to be dissemi¬ 
nated, considering themselves in control 
of the situation, but after that it became 
clear that they were losing controL 
Whereas such men as John Hancock and 
John Adams wanted quiet, and retired 
from public affairs to the management 
of their own, Sam Adams and the lesser 
radicals worked harder than ever to keep 
public opinion inflamed. 

With the upper classes become luke¬ 
warm or hostile to his continued propa¬ 
ganda, with the obnoxious legislation re¬ 
pealed or modified, he had to trust to 
generalizations and emotional appeals. 
A good example of his use of the latter 
was the affair called the "Boston Massa¬ 
cre.” As part of the general imperial 
policy following the war, the British gov¬ 
ernment had stationed some regiments in 
Boston. They were under good oflScers 
and good discipline, and there was no 
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more reason why they should have made 
trouble there than in any provincial garri¬ 
son town of England. Adams, however, 
was continually stirring up the public 
mind against them; John Adams reported 
finding him one Sunday night ‘preparing 
for the next days newspaper — a curious 
employment, cooking up paragraphs, 
articles, occurrences, etc., working the 
political engine.” Finally, one March 
evening, as a result of more than usual 
provocation given by taunting boys to 
soldiers on duty, an unfortunate clash 
occurred. There was confusion, a rioter’s 
shout to “fire” was mistaken for an offi¬ 
cer’s command, and several citizens were 
killed. The officer surrendered to the civil 
authorities, was tried, defended by John 
Adams and Josiah Quincy, Jr., and ac¬ 
quitted. But Samuel Adams at once saw 
the value of the incident. Every emotion 
of the mob was played upon. The affair 
was termed a “massacre,” and in the 
annual speeches given for a number of 
years to commemorate its anniversary the 
boys and men who had taken part in the 
mobbing were described as martyrs to 
hberty and the soldiers as “bloody 
butchers.” Although there is no recorded 
instance of a soldier having offered the 
slightest affront to any Boston girl, ora¬ 
tors ranted about “our beauteous virgins 
exposed to all the insolence of unbridled 
passion— our virtuous wives, endeared 
to us by every tender tie, falling a sacri¬ 
fice to worse than brutal violence, and 
perhaps, like the famed Lucretia, dis¬ 
tracted with anguish and despair, ending 
their wretched lives by their own fair 
hands.” At the request of the citizens 
the troops were removed from the city, 
but such talk, which served its intended 
piurpose, was kept up for years after. The 
incident was unimportant in itself, and 
its chief interest is in how the radicals. 


after having provoked it, made use of it. 

America was, indeed, more or less in 
ferment, quite aside from the question 
of Anglo-American relations. Pennsyl¬ 
vania was almost on the verge of civil 
war, feeling having become extremely 
embittered between the older and newer 
sections of the colony. The rich seaboard 
counties had not only been unwilling to 
help protect the frontier in the late war, 
but were controlling all the political ma¬ 
chinery for their own benefit, the sixteen 
thousand voters in the three eastern 
counties having twice as many members 
of the Assembly as the fifteen thousand 
in the five western counties. To some ex¬ 
tent the mechanics in Philadelphia were 
making common cause with the frontiers¬ 
men against the moneyed class. In Vir¬ 
ginia, there was similar feeling between 
classes and sections, the tidewater coun¬ 
ties controlling the much more populous 
frontier ones. In North Carolina, civil 
war did actually break out after several 
years of agitation, and the frontiersmen 
set up their own organization of “Regu¬ 
lators” to prevent, among other things, 
the collection of taxes by the men of the 
eastern counties who controlled the legis¬ 
lature and graft of the colony, and who 
succeeded in putting down the insurrec¬ 
tion only after three years’ effort ending 
in a bloody campaign in 1772. 

The Seven Years’ War had left society 
disorganized and unstable. The rich, from 
1764 to 1770, had their grievances against 
England, grievances that were real and 
deep, but they were also beginning to 
watch with alarm the rise of radical senti¬ 
ment among their own people. Every¬ 
where thoughtful, farseeing men were 
thinking — thinking of the constitutional 
relations with the mother country which 
had permitted so serious a crisis to arise 
as that from which they believed they 
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had just happily emerged; thinking also 
of the problems of government in the 
colonies and of what might be in store 
for conservatism and wealth if the people, 
by continuing to press their demands for 
greater share in ruling themselves, should 
oust their old leaders who had been used 
to being in control. The more they pon¬ 
dered the Anglo-American constitutional 
relation, however, the more it became 
apparent that if the question should ever 
have to be forced to an issue, the only 
ground to take would be the broad one 
of the rights of man as man. Sam Adams 
was right in that. They had tried to argue 
from charter rights, and soon found that 
ground too narrow. Their rights as Eng¬ 
lishmen afforded a wider scope, but argu¬ 
ment thence tended toward a bog of 
legalistic confusion. If Parliament should 
try inimical legislation again, and if a 
situation should arise calling for a denial 
of its power to legislate, the broadest 
rights of man would be none too broad 
to provide standing room for argument. 
But this would play right into the hands 
of the discontented populace, who were 
already getting too obstreperous, de¬ 
manding new rights, asking more repre¬ 
sentation, refusing to pay taxes, getting a 
bit too much into the habit of backing 
up their demands by mobbing, even 
plunging a colony like North Carolina 
into civil war. It was all bad for busi¬ 
ness, thought the rich, and holding back 
the development of the country. How¬ 
ever, the quarrel with England was made 
up for the present. English merchants 
had seen the light. Perhaps, with better 
times in America, these agitations on the 
frontiers and by the lower classes in the 
big towns would die down, if only men 
like Sam Adams would know when to 
stop and would quit throwing oil on the 
flames. The rich determined to sit on the 


Hd, and carry out a policy of business 
and politics as usual. Sam Adams and his 
group also continued their agitation as 
usual. 

For three years, from 1770, in spite of 
constant discussion in pamphlets and 
newspapers and declaimings by radicals, 
things seemed to be getting better. The 
frontiersmen and town radicals were 
doing a lot of talking, but getting no¬ 
where. The Regulators’ insurrection had 
been put down. Then suddenly the Brit¬ 
ish government made a colossal blunder 
which could never be retrieved. Sam 
Adams saw to that. 

The East India Company had accumu¬ 
lated a huge and partly unsalable store 
of tea, and was on the brink of bank¬ 
ruptcy. In order to prevent the catastro¬ 
phe, which would have been a financial 
one of the first magnitude, the British 
government, with perfectly good inten¬ 
tions from an English point of view, but 
with an ignorance and a carelessness 
which are beyond condonation, gave the 
India Company what was practically a 
monopoly of selling tea in America. By the 
elimination of the American merchants 
as middlemen, the price of tea to the 
American consumer was expected to be 
cut in half; but considering the delicacy 
of Anglo-American relations, and the fact 
that the American merchant and business 
class was the chief reliance of England 
in America, to have struck a blow at it 
in favor of an English business concern 
revealed in a flash both the stupidity of 
the men in power with whom Americans 
had to deal and the unthinking selfish¬ 
ness of English policy with regard to the 
colonies. The fat was in the fire now 
with a vengeance. For three years the 
conservatives had been trying to main¬ 
tain good relations with England and at 
the same time to combat what they con- 




Adams • the bole of merchants and radicals 


111 


sidered the dangerous rising tide of radi¬ 
calism in their own colonies. Now they 
were forced once more into opposition 
to England and so into unwilling align¬ 
ment with the radicals. 

The rest of the story is well-known by 
every schoolboy — how the tea was 
shipped over and refused admittance at 
every port; how Adams s followers in 
Boston raided the tea ship and threw fifty 
thousand dollars’ worth of tea into the 
waters of the harbor; how Parliament, 
when it heard of the deed, passed acts 
closing the port to commerce except in 
food, until the tea should be paid for, 
voiding the Massachusetts charter, and 
placing the colony under the immediate 
control of the Crown, ordering that Brit¬ 
ish officers or soldiers should be tried 
only in England (or in a colony other 
than Massachusetts) for anything done 
in the fine of duty, and providing that 
troops should be quartered again in the 
colonies. ‘‘The die is cast,” wrote George 
III to Lord North; “the colonies must 
either triumph or submit.” 

It is possible that a peaceful solu¬ 
tion might have been found when the 
dull wits of the British Cabinet had be¬ 
come aware of the extent of feeling 
aroused in America, and of the fact that 
they had forced the whole population 
into a united front. But this would have 
been possible only had the tea not been 
destroyed, an act that many loyal Ameri¬ 
cans condemned. Adams had seized his 
chance. Fifty thousand dollars’ worth of 
British private property destroyed and 
indemnity refused; Parliament would 
have to retaliate. If the retaliation should 
be heavy enough, the door might be 
closed to peaceful settlement. The retah- 
ation came, swift and crushing, and the 
colonies were aflame with sympathy for 
Massachusetts. In the next three years 
the progress of events was inevitable in 


its sequence, given all the factors in¬ 
volved. The petitions and their rejections, 
the calling of Congress, the bloodshed at 
Lexington and Concord, the final Decla¬ 
ration of Independence in 1776, and the 
military events of the struggle are too 
familiar to need retelling. 

What concern us more particularly are 
the abiding influences upon American 
character and thought. 

We have already seen how the wilder¬ 
ness and the colonists’ need of erecting 
governments for themselves had given a 
considerable spur to the spread of de¬ 
mocracy and the belief in government 
only by the consent of the governed. The 
colonies, however, had been far from 
democratic, and with the accumulation 
of wealth had been growing less so. Be- 
hef was still general among the upper 
classes that political power should rest 
in the hands of the well-born or the rich, 
who had knowledge, experience, and a 
property stake in the community. Many 
of the poorer classes, especially as we 
look further to the south from New Eng¬ 
land and out on any part of the frontiers, 
were shiftless, illiterate, rather lawless. 
To increase the political power of such 
people seemed to the conservatives like 
inviting anarchy and the spoliation of 
property. On the other hand, during the 
gradual shift in the grounds for arguing 
the constitutional relations toward Parlia¬ 
ment, it had been found necessary to 
base the argument at last squarely on 
the rights of man. “When, in the course 
of human events,” in the words of the 
great Virginian, it became necessary to 
inform the world why they were taking 
up arms against England, the signers of 
the Declaration had to announce the 
theory of these rights to all mankind- 
mankind including their own “lower 
classes” at home in America. “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident,” wrote 
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Jefferson in words which, rang through 
the continent, “that all men are created 
equal; that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights; 
that among these are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. That, to secure 
these rights, governments are instituted 
among men, deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed; that, 
whenever any form of government be¬ 
comes destructive of these ends, it is the 
right of the people to alter or to abolish 
it/' 

Nothing here about the rich or the 
well-born; and, as Sam Adams said, the 
people recognized “the resolution as 
though it were a decree promulgated 
from heaven.” The upper classes were 
thinking of their independence as against 
the exercise of legislative power by Par¬ 
liament. The lower classes were thinking 
not only of that, but of their relations to 
their colonial legislature and governing 
class. “No taxation without representa¬ 
tion.” If that were true as between Eng¬ 
land and America, why not also as be¬ 
tween poor Western frontier counties and 
rich Eastern seaboard ones, as between 


the town mechanic and the town mer¬ 
chant, as between the laborer and title 
planter? 

If, as the King had said, the die was 
cast in imperial relations, so had it also 
been in American political philosophy. 
For a dozen years, men like Adams had 
been dinning this idea of the rights of 
man as man into the ears of the people. 
The conservatives had first been of the 
party, then fallen off, then again had to 
join it, and now at last the voice of 
united America in Congress had an¬ 
nounced to the world the political equal¬ 
ity of all men as the creed of the conti¬ 
nent. The dam had been dynamited. 
After the announcement that all men are 
created equal, that all men have rights, 
that all men may revolt against condi¬ 
tions, there could be no turning back. 
The quarter of a century from the begin¬ 
ning of active agitation against England 
until the adoption of the Federal Consti¬ 
tution afforded an incomparable school¬ 
ing in political discussion and training 
for an entire people, and for the burning 
into their minds and hearts of the demo¬ 
cratic dogma. 
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M uch attention has been given re¬ 
cently to the changes that have 
taken place since the late eighteenth 
century in historians' interpretations of 
the causes of the American Revolution.^ 
.... The thesis of this essay is that the 
best interpretation of the causes of the 
Revolution was made in the decade fol¬ 
lowing the treaty of peace in 1783 and 
that thereafter, as we moved further in 
time from the dramatic events of the 
Revolution and brought to bear on the 
problem all the vast resources of modem 
scholarship, we moved further and 
further from the tmth about our Revo¬ 
lutionary beginnings. 

Among the generation of historians 
who themselves lived through the era of 
the American Revolution, David Ramsay 
is pre-eminent, though by no means 

1 Edmund S. Morgan, ‘‘The American Revolu¬ 
tion: Revisions in Need of Revising,” William 
and Mary Quarterly, 3d Ser., XIV (1957), 3-15. 


atypical. Ramsay (174&-1815) was born 
in Pennsylvania of Scottish Presbyterian 
parents and attended the College of 
New Jersey where his friend Benjamin 
Rush said of him that he was ‘‘far supe¬ 
rior to any person we ever graduated at 
our college ... I can promise more for 
him, in every thing, than I could for my¬ 
self."^ After graduating from Princeton, 
Ramsay moved to Charleston, South 
Carolina, where he began the practice 
of medicine. He was a prominent pa¬ 
triot, serving in the Continental Con¬ 
gress and taking an active part in the 
political life of his state. 

By all reasonable standards Ramsay, 
as an actor in those violent times, should 
have written in an extreme and partisan 
spirit: caught up in the excitement and 
emotionalism of the Revolutionary crisis 
in which England appeared as tyrant 

2 Letters of Benjamin Rush, ed. Lyman Butter¬ 
field (Princeton, 1951), I, 220. 
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and oppressor, lie had none of that per¬ 
spective in time supposedly requisite for 
an objective and impartial treatment; he 
had no training as a historian and made 
no boast of impartiality; the passions 
which the war aroused had had little 
time to cool when he began his work; 
his History of the American Revolution, 
moreover, had a frankly didactic purpose 
— completed just as the delegates to the 
Federal Convention finished their work 
on the Federal Constitution, it was de¬ 
signed to awaken Americans to their 
responsibilities as citizens under the new 
government. Finally, he, like many of 
his fellow eighteenth-century historians, 
drew heavily and without specific cita¬ 
tion from the Annual Register. Yet, with 
all these handicaps (from the viewpoint 
of orthodox historiography), Ramsay's 
history is a remarkable achievement. In 
his analysis and interpretation of the 
events culminating in the Revolution he 
showed unusual insight and a keen sense 
of proportion. 

In considering the causes of the con¬ 
flict between Great Britain and the colo¬ 
nists, Ramsay went back to examine the 
Puritan attitudes toward chinch and 
state, finding in Puritan theology a tra¬ 
dition of opposition to tyranny, which 
was considered to be contrary "to nature, 
reason, and revelation."® More important 
in nourishing a spirit of independence in 
the American colonies, however, was the 
fact that "the prerogatives of royalty and 
dependence on the Mother Country, 
were but feebly impressed on the colo¬ 
nial forms of government." In charter 
and proprietary colonies the Crown dele¬ 
gated broad powers, and even in the 
royal provinces the King exercised no 

3 David Ramsay, History of the American Revo¬ 
lution, 1st ed. (Philadelphia, 1789), (London, 
1793), I, 8-9. The latter edition is cited 
throughout this essay. 


more control over the colonists ""than 
over their fellow subjects in England.” 
Thus, ""from the acquiescence of the par¬ 
ent state [in the growth of self-govern¬ 
ment], the spirit of her constitution, and 
daily experience, the Colonists grew up 
in a belief, that their local assembhes 
stood in the same relation to them, as the 
Parliament of Great Britain to the in¬ 
habitants of that island. The benefits of 
legislation were conferred on both, only 
through these constitutional channels." 
In this situation, the colonists claimed as 
part of their birthright all the benefits 
of the British constitution, chief among 
which was that "the people could not be 
compelled to pay any taxes, nor be bound 
by any laws, but such as had been 
granted or enacted by the consent of 
themselves, or of their representatives.”^ 
England had not markedly interfered 
with the colonists' economic welfare 
either. Indeed, "the wise and liberal 
policy of England towards her Colonies, 
during the first century and a half after 
their settlement" had exalted them to 
the pre-eminence they enjoyed at the 
beginning of the crisis with the Mother 
Country. England had given the Ameri¬ 
cans ""full liberty to govern themselves 
by such laws as the local legislatures 
thought necessary, and left their trade 
open to every individual in her domin¬ 
ions. She also gave them the amplest 
permission to pursue their respective in¬ 
terests in such manner as they thought 
proper, and reserved little for herself, 
but the benefit of their trade, and that 
of political union under the same head.”® 
Great Britain, Ramsay added, ""without 
charging herself with the care of their 
internal police, or seeking a revenue 
from [the colonies], . . . contented her- 

4 Ibid., I, 20. 

5 Ibid., 1,17-18. 
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self with a monopoly of their trade. She 
treated them as a judicious mother does 
her dutiful children. They shared in 
every privilege belonging to her native 
sons, and but slightly felt the inconven¬ 
iences of subordination. Small was the 
catalogue of grievances, with which even 
democratical jealousy charged the Parent 
State’’ prior to the Revolutionary crisis. 
It was Ramsay’s conviction that "'The 
good resulting to the Colonies, from their 
connection with Great Britain, infinitely 
outweighed the evil.”^ 

Among the causes contributing to the 
breach with Great Britain were such 
subtle factors such as "the distance of 
America from Great-Britain [which] 
generated ideas in the minds of the Colo¬ 
nists favourable to liberty.” Moreover, 
the rehgion of the great majority of the 
colonists "nurtured a love for liberty. 
They were chiefly Protestants, and all 
Protestantism is founded on a strong 
claim to natural liberty, and the right of 
private judgment.” There were, in addi¬ 
tion, intellectual currents in the age 
which encouraged libertarian ideals. 
"The reading of those Colonists who 
were inclined to books, generally fa¬ 
voured the cause of liberty. . . . Their 
books were generally small in size, and 
few in number: a great part of them 
consisted of those fashionable authors, 
who have defended the cause of liberty. 
Cato’s letters, the Independent Whig, 
and such productions, were common in 
one extreme of the Colonies, while in the 
other, histories of the Puritans kept alive 
the remembrance of the sufferings of 
their forefathers, and inspired a warm 
attachment, both to the civil and the 
religious rights of human nature.”'^ 

The social development of the colonies 

^Ihid., 1,42,43. 

7IM., 1,29, 30. 


was likewise, in Ramsay’s view, congen¬ 
ial to "a spirit of liberty and independ¬ 
ence. Their inhabitants were all of one 
rank . . . from their first settlements, the 
English Provinces received impressions 
favourable to democratic forms of gov¬ 
ernment ... A sameness of circum¬ 
stances and occupations created a great 
sense of equality, and disposed them to 
union in any common cause from the 
success of which, they might expect to 
partake of equal advantages.”® The vast 
majority of the colonists were farmers. 
"The merchants, mechanics, and manu¬ 
facturers, taken collectively, did not 
amount to one fifteenth of the whole 
number of inhabitants,” Ramsay pointed 
out, adding in characteristically Jeffer¬ 
sonian terms that while "the cultivators 
of the soil depend on nothing but 
Heaven and their own industry, other 
classes of men contract more or less of 
servility, from depending on the caprice 
of their customers.”® 

Against this background of maturing 
colonies, constitutional usage, libertarian 
ideas, and social equality, the British 
ministers undertook to tighten the lead 
strings by which the colonists had here¬ 
tofore been so loosely guided. The deci¬ 
sion of Parliament and the ministers of 
the Crown to attempt to raise a revenue 
in the American colonies destroyed at 
one blow "the guards which the consti¬ 
tution had placed round property, and 
the fences, which the ancestors of both 
countries had erected against arbitrary 
power.”^® 

The reaction of the colonists to the 
Stamp Act was prompt, if xmexpected. 
While the tax worked no considerable 
hardship on the colonists, public resist- 

8 Bid, I, 31, 32-33. 

9 Bid, 1,33. 

10 BiJ., I, 47. 
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ance was widespread and apparently 
spontaneous. The issue was not pri¬ 
marily an economic one, but one of 
principle — the principle of no taxation 
without representation for which the 
Revolution would eventually be fought. 
The Stamp Act aroused the sentiment for 
liberty among the Americans as no other 
pre-Revolutionary issue, and, in Ram¬ 
say's words, it became ‘‘evident, from the 
determined opposition of the Colonies, 
that it could not be enforced without a 
civil war. . . 

With the repeal of the Stamp Act, the 
colonies, “instead of feeling themselves 
dependent on Great Britain, . . . con¬ 
ceived that, in respect to commerce, she 
was dependent on them." They were 
thus “inspired with such high ideas of 
the importance of their trade, that they 
considered the Mother Country to be 
brought under greater obligations to 
them, for purchasing her manufactures, 
than they were to her for protection and 
the administration of civil government." 
The upshot of repeal was that “the free¬ 
men of British America, . . . conceived it 
to be within their power, by future com¬ 
binations, at any time to convulse, if not 
to bankrupt, the nation from which they 
sprung."^^ 

In America, the Revolutionary stage 
was set. What of England after the 
Stamp Act? In Ramsay we do not find 
what we have every reason to expect — 
a devil theory of the Revolution in which 
George III and his ministers appear as 
the malevolent instruments of tyranny 
and oppression. Pride and inflexibility 
were the principal shortcomings of the 
British. “What,' said they, ‘shall we, 
who have so lately humbled France and 

11 Ibid,, I, 71. 
i2B*U, I, 74-75. 


Spain, be dictated to by our own Colo¬ 
nists? Shall our subjects, educated by 
our care, and defended by our arms, pre¬ 
sume to question the rights of Parlia¬ 
ment, to which we are obliged to sub¬ 
mit?’ . . . The love of power and of 
property on the one side of the Atlantic 
were opposed to the same powerful 
passions on the other.’’i^ 

The British task was, at best, not an 
easy one. “Great and flourishing Colo¬ 
nies . . . aheady grown to the magnitude 
of a nation, planted at an immense dis¬ 
tance, and governed by constitutions re¬ 
sembling that of the country from which 
they sprung, were novelties in the his¬ 
tory of the world," Ramsay pointed out. 
“To combine Colonies, so circumstanced, 
in one uniform system of government 
with the Parent State, required a great 
knowledge of mankind, and an extensive 
comprehension of things. It was an ardu¬ 
ous business, far beyond the grasp of 
ordinary state[smen], whose minds were 
narrowed by the formalities of laws, or 
the trammels of oflSce. An original 
genius, unfettered with precedents, and 
exalted with just ideas of the rights of 
human nature, and the obligations of 
universal benevolence, might have struck 
out a middle line, which would have se¬ 
cured as much liberty to the Colonies, 
and as great a degree of supremacy to 
the Parent State, as their common good 
required; But the helm of Great Britain 
was not in such hands."^^ 

Ramsay here offers us no evil George 
III, no tyrannical ministers, no demons 
and oppressors, but simply well-meaning 
men caught in a situation too complex 
and demanding for their very average 
talents. His wise and temperate assess¬ 
es jm., I, 52-53. 

I, 54-55. 
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ment of the British failure has not been 
improved on. Bamsay here demonstrated 
not vast research labors but an xmusual 
sense of proportion and capacity for 
analysis. 

Remarkably sensitive to all currents in 
the tide of Revolutionary agitation, Ram¬ 
say paid due attention to the economic 
motif. Many Americans, he pointed out, 
especially among the merchant class, 
found it profitable to oppose British 
measures. The reaction of the merchants 
to the threatened importation of East 
India tea was, in his view, motivated by 
their fear of losing a profitable trade in 
smuggled tea. ‘'They doubtless con¬ 
ceived themselves to be supporting the 
rights of their country, by refusing to 
purchase tea from Britain,” Ramsay 
wrote, "but they also reflected that if 
they could bring the same commodity to 
market, free from duty, their profits 
would be proportionately greater.” 
Hence the merchants took the lead in 
denouncing the dutied tea. But "though 
the opposition originated in the selfish¬ 
ness of the merchants, it did not end 
there.” When the Tea Act of 1773 was 
passed, the majority of colonists opposed 
Great Britain on the groimd of "princi¬ 
ple.” They saw it as a scheme "calculated 
to seduce them into an acquiescence 
with the views of ParHament for raising 
an American revenue.”^^ In accepting 
the cheaper tea, they would be accept¬ 
ing the tea tax. 

The South Carolina doctor knew like¬ 
wise that the motives of the patriots, hke 
the motives of all men, were mixed. He 
offered no picture of a united country 
rushing to arms in defense of its liberties. 
"The inhabitants of the Colonies . . . 
with regard to political opinions,” he 

15 ihid., I, 95, 97. 


wrote, "might be divided into three 
classes; of these, one was for rushing pre¬ 
cipitately into extremities. They were for 
immediately stopping all trade, and 
could not even brook the delay of wait¬ 
ing till the proposed Continental Con¬ 
gress should meet. Another party, 
equally respectable, both as to charac¬ 
ter, property, and patriotism, was more 
moderate, but not less firm. These were 
averse to the adoption of any violent 
resolutions till all others were ineffectu¬ 
ally tried. They wished that a clear 
statement of their rights, claims, and 
grievances, should precede every other 
measure. A third class disapproved of 
what was generally going on. A few 
from principle, and a persuasion that 
they ought to submit to the Mother Coun¬ 
try; some from the love of ease, others 
from self-interest, but the bulk from fear 
of the mischievous consequences likely 
to follow. All these latter classes, for the 
most part, lay still, while the friends of 
liberty acted with spirit. If they, or any 
of them, ventured to oppose popular 
measures, they were not supported, and 
therefore declined farther efforts. The 
resentment of the people was so strong 
against them, that tihey sought for peace 
by remaining quiet. . . . The spirited part 
of the community being on the side of 
liberty, the patriots had the appearance 
of unanimity. . . 

To his summary analysis of the tem¬ 
per of these three classes, Ramsay added 
a detailed accounting on the basis of sec¬ 
tion and interest. That three milli on 
loyal subjects "should break through all 
former attachments, and unanimously 
adopt new ones, could not reasonably be 
expected. The revolution had its ene¬ 
mies, as well as its friends, in every 

16 JM., 1,125-126. 
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period of the war. Country, religion, 
local policy, as well as private views, 
operated in disposing the inhabitants to 
take different sides. The New-England 
provinces being mostly settled by one 
sort of people, were nearly of one senti¬ 
ment. The influence of placemen in Bos¬ 
ton, together with the connections which 
they had formed by marriages, had at¬ 
tached sundry influential characters in 
that capital to the British interest, but 
tliese were but as the dust in the bal¬ 
ance, when compared with the numer¬ 
ous independent Whig yeomanry of the 
coimtry.”!’’ The Quakers of Pennsylvania 
and the Tory farmers of the Carolina 
frontier were treated by Ramsay vritli 
as much sympathy and understanding as 
the independent yeoman of New Eng¬ 
land or the gentlemen planters of the 
Southern colonies.^® 

“The age and temperament of indi¬ 
viduals [Ramsay continued] had often 
an influence in fixing their political char¬ 
acter. Old men were seldom warm 
Whigs; they could not relish the changes 
which were daily taking place; attached 
to ancient forms and habits, they could 
not readily accommodate themselves to 
new systems. Few of the very rich were 
active in forwarding the revolution. This 
was remarkably the case in the eastern 
and middle States; but the reverse took 
place in the southern extreme of the con¬ 
federacy. There were in no part of 
America more determined Whigs than 
the opulent slaveholders in Virginia, the 
Carolinas, and Georgia. The active and 
spirited part of the community, who felt 
themselves possessed of talents that 
would raise them to eminence in a free 
government, longed for the establish¬ 
ment of independent constitutions: but 

i’' Ibid., II, 310. 

18 Ihid., n, 312-^13. 


those who were in possession or expecta¬ 
tion of royal favour, or of promotion 
from Great Britain, -wished that the con¬ 
nection between the Parent State and 
the Colonies might be preserved. The 
young, the ardent, the ambitious, and 
the enterprising, were mostly Whigs; but 
the phlegmatic, the timid, the interested, 
and those who wanted decision were 
in general, favourers of Great Britain,' 
or at least only the lukewarm, inactive 
friends of independence.”!® 

Again economic factors exerted a 
strong influence: “The Whigs received a 
great reinforcement from the operation 
of continental money. In the years 1775, 
1776, and in the first months of 1777,' 
while the bills of Congress were in good 
credit, the effects of them were the same 
as if a foreign power had made the 
United States a present of twenty million 
of silver dollars. The circulation of so 
large a sum of money, and the employ¬ 
ment given to great numbers in provid¬ 
ing for the American army, increased 
tile numbers and invigorated the zeal of 
the friends to the revolution.”®® 

Even after Lexington, Ramsay pointed 
out, the colonial leaders, like the great 
mass of people everywhere, showed the 
greatest reluctance to take the decisive 
step toward independence. It was 
Thomas Paine’s Common Sense which, 
more than anything else, nerved the col¬ 
onies to declare themselves independent 
of the Mother Coxmtry. In an excellent 
analysis of Paine’s pamphlet as propa¬ 
ganda, Ramsay concluded that “in union 
with the feelings and sentiments of the 
people, it produced surprising effects. 
Many thousands were con-vinced, and 
were led to approve and long for a sepa¬ 
ration from the Mother Country. Though 

II, 314. 

Ibid. 
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that measure, a few months before, was 
not only foreign from their wishes, but 
the object of their abhorrence, a current 
suddenly became so strong in its favour, 
that it bore down all opposition.”^^ 
Despite his sensitivity to the more 
subtle problems of colonial psychology, 
to self-interest, chance, and the inflexi¬ 
bility of the British government as ele¬ 
ments in the Revolutionary crisis, Ram¬ 
say grasped firmly, as lying at the heart 
of the conflict, the constitutional princi¬ 
ple. “This was the very hinge of the 
controversy. The absolute unlimited su¬ 
premacy of the British Parliament, both 
in legislation and taxation, was con¬ 
tended for on one side; while on the 
other, no farther authority was conceded 
than such a limited legislation, with re¬ 
gard to external commerce, as would 
combine the interests of the whole em¬ 
pire.’’ “In government,” Ramsay added, 
“as well as in religion, there are mys¬ 
teries from the close investigation of 
which little advantage can be expected. 
From the unity of empire it was neces¬ 
sary, that some acts should extend over 
the whole. From the local situation of 
the Colonies it was equally reasonable 
that their legislatures should at least in 
some matters be independent. Where 
the supremacy of the first ended and the 
independency of the last began, was to 
the best informed a puzzling question.”^^ 
David Ramsay’s History of the Ameri¬ 
can Revolution has been treated at some 
length in order to provide a base point 
of interpretation against which the views 
of later historians may be measured. In 
addition, Ramsay can be considered an 
excellent representative of the first gen- 

21 Ibid., I, 330-337. 

22 Ibid., I, 136; see also I, 48: "As the claim of 
taxation on one side, and the refusal of it on the 
other, was the very hinge on which the revolu¬ 
tion turned, it merits a particular discussion.” 


eration of Revolutionary War historians. 
If he outstrips his contemporaries in the 
depth and perception of his analyses, he 
stands with them in the main outlines 
of his interpretation. 

The absence of rancor against Great 
Britain that characterized the histories 
of Ramsay and WiUiam Gordon was ap¬ 
parent in most first generation histories 
of the Revolution. Many were journey¬ 
men jobs, but the authors, almost with¬ 
out exception, presented fair and bal¬ 
anced narratives of the events leading to 
the Revolution. One looks in vain for 
mention of the ‘long train of abuses and 
usurpations,” or the dark designs “to re¬ 
duce [the colonies] under absolute des¬ 
potism” referred to in the Declaration of 
Independence.^^ 

The ablest representative of the second 
generation of American historians who 
dealt with the Revolution was George 
Bancroft. Bancroft allowed his Jackson¬ 
ian principles to color his interpretation. 
In him, we find an openly polemical 
tone. To Bancroft the era of the Revolu¬ 
tion was the golden age, the time of 
giants, the opening act of the extraordi- 

23 Some of Ramsay’s contemporaries who, like 
tlie Carolinian, wrote Revolutionary history of 
unusual breadth and balance are William Gor¬ 
don, History of the Rise, Progress and Establish¬ 
ment of the Independence of the United States 
of America . . . (London, 1788); Charles Sted- 
man. History of the American War (London, 
1794); John Marshall, Life of George Washing¬ 
ton, 5 vols. (Philadelphia, 1804-07). At the end 
of the nineteenth century, Orin Grant Libby 
attacked Gordon and Ramsay as plagiarists, dis¬ 
crediting^^ them as reliable sources on the Revo¬ 
lution: ^ "A ^ Critical Examination of William 
Gordon s History of the American Revolution,” 
American Historical Association, Annual Report, 
1899 (Washington, 1900), I, 867-388; and 
Ramsay as a Plagiarist,” American Historical 
Review, VII (1901-02), 697-703. See also 
William A. Foran, "John Marshall as a Histo¬ 
rian,” ibid., XLIII (1937-38), 51-64; R. Kent 
Newmyer, ‘Charles Stedman’s History of the 
American War,” ibid., LXIII (1957-58), 924- 
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nary drama of American democracy. 
There is thus in his mammoth history 
much of what appears to modern eyes 
as rhetorical embellishment. Where his 
predecessors had been content to de¬ 
scribe the events they had observed, 
Bancroft was an unconscious myth- 
maker. . , , 

History, for Bancroft, was the work¬ 
ing of Divine Wisdom, and God’s eternal 
principles were discoverable through its 
study. History traced ''the vestiges of 
moral law through the practice of the 
nations in every age . . . and confirms by 
induction the intuitions of reason.”^^ 
Seen in this light, the Revolution ap¬ 
peared as part of Gods plan: it was 
intended for the edification of man and 
the improvement of society; it ushered 
in a new and brighter age of human 
progress. 

What in earlier histories had been pre¬ 
sented as essentially a misunderstanding 
between two power systems became, by 
Bancroft’s interpretation, a conscious 
plan to subvert hberty. George III, in 
the perspective of a triumphant Whig 
tradition, was a relentless authoritarian 
with a "hatred of reform, and an antip¬ 
athy to philosophical freedom and to 
popular power.”^^ Under his leadership, 
"Great Britain, allured by a phantom of 
absolute authority over the colonies, 
made war on human freedom.” If the 
British Parliament had succeeded "in 
establishing by force of arms its 'bound¬ 
less’ authority over America,” where 
would "humanity find an asylum?”^® 
The struggle was thus a contest between 
progress and reaction for the soul of 
man. The Revolution sounded the death 
knell of "the ages of servitude and in- 

24 George Bancroft, History of the United States 
(Boston, 1876), V, 70. 

25 Ibid,, IV, 197-198. 

^^Ihid., IV, 808. 


equality,” and rang in "those of equality 
and brotherhood.” America’s feet were, 
thereby, set on a "never-ending career 
of reform and progress. 

If Bancroft fixed the image of a wicked 
King that was to have a long life in 
American historiography, his political 
ideals led him into what became in time 
another classic error. His own free-trade 
sentiments induced him to count die 
Acts of Trade and Navigation, some of 
which dated from the middle of the 
seventeenth century, as one of the prin¬ 
cipal causes of the Revolutionary crisis. 
As a good Democrat and a low-tariff 
man, he concluded that mercantilism, as 
expressed in Parliamentary statutes, must 
have been a bitter grievance to the 
American colonists. This interpretation 
became, in the years that followed, one 
of the most persistendy stated "causes” 
of the Revolution. . . . 

By the turn of the century the ideals 
of "scientific” history had penetrated the 
historical profession. Nurtured in the 
German seminars of Leopold von Ranke 
and Barthold Niebuhr, the champions of 
the new history cast a cold eye on the 
patriotic effusions of a Bancroft. The 
task of the historian was to recount with 
dispassionate objectivity "what had hap¬ 
pened,” ruthlessly suppressing personal 
prejudices and loyalties wherever possi¬ 
ble, leaving the facts to speak for 
themselves. 

Sydney George Fisher’s The Struggle 
for American Independence (1908) was 
the first detailed treatment of the Revo¬ 
lution since Bancroft’s history and the 
first, as Fisher was at some pains to make 
clear, written under the new scholarly 
dispensation. Previous historians, he 
wrote, had never made "any attempt to 
describe, from the original records, Eng- 

^Ubid., IV, 811, 808. 



Smith • DAVID RAMSAY AND THE CAUSES OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 


121 


land s exact position with regard to our¬ 
selves at the outbreak of the Revolution, 
except the usual assumption that the 
Tory statesmen who were in power were 
either ignorantly stupid, and blind to 
their own interests, or desperately cor¬ 
rupt and wicked, and that the Whig 
minority were angels of light who would 
have saved the colonies for the British 
empire. Fisher directed his fire pri¬ 
marily at Bancroft and John Fiske, but 
such a Rhadamanthine judgment was 
certainly not fair to Bancroft and missed 
the mark entirely with the first genera¬ 
tion of Revolutionary historians. 

In attempting to correct what he con¬ 
sidered the anti-British prejudices of his 
predecessors, Fisher stressed the "mild¬ 
ness” of Great Britain and her "spirit of 
conciliation.” "Modem readers of his¬ 
tory,” he wrote, knew nothing of "the 
conciliatory measures Great Britain 
adopted or Tier gentle and mild efforts 
to persuade us to remain in the em- 
pire.”^^ The Revolution was "not a con¬ 
test between a dragon and a fairy,” not 
"a mere accidental mistake on the part 
of England” resulting in a war brought 
on ^T)y the king alone against the wishes 
of the English people.” It was, on the 
contrary, a path "entered upon by the 
English nation as dehberately and intel¬ 
ligently as any other impend expansion 
they have undertaken and upon princi¬ 
ples which for them are still imchange- 
able.”2« 

In explaining the Revolution, Fisher s 
emphasis was primarily on the character 
of colonial life which had shaped the 
New World settlers and in so doing had 

28 Sydney George Fisher, The Struggle for 
American Independence (Philadelphia, 1908), 
I, vii. 

29 Ibid. 

I,3dii. 


made independence inevitable. He thus 
shifted his focus from the immediate 
causes, such as the Stamp Act, to under¬ 
lying changes in outlook and ideology. 
If England was to be exonerated, it was 
necessary to neutralize the moral and 
political conflict and to stress, in place 
of the traditionally offered explanations 
of the Revolutionary crisis, the "‘chamc- 
terological divergence” that had devel¬ 
oped between England and her colonies, 
forces thus take the place of issues. The 
action of individuals is of little signifi¬ 
cance, except as a response to these 
forces, and it is obviously pointless to 
try to apportion praise or blame for 
events which move onward, ineluctable 
and impersonal as the slow passage of 
a glacier.^^ 

While the story of the Revolution lost, 
by such treatment, much of the drama 
with which Bancroft had invested it, and 
perhaps more important, lost its didactic 
quality —its ability to teach patriotism 
to the young by inspiring examples — it 
gained a greater breadth, a wider toler¬ 
ance, and an insight into the fact that 
"forces” did indeed exert great influence 
upon the behavior of individuals and the 
course of history. If the individual 
thereby lost in dignity and significance, 
the recapturing of a deeper awareness of 
the complexity of historical events was 
partial compensation. . . . 

What had been implicit in Fisher — 
that the underlying causes of the Revo¬ 
lution were primarily economic —was 
boldly stated by a young historian, 
Arthur M. Schlesinger, in The Colonial 
Merchants and the American Revolu¬ 
tion, 1763—1776, where he spelled out in 
impressive detail his thesis that the colo¬ 
nial merchants brought on the Revolu¬ 
tionary crisis, albeit xmwittingly. Two 

31 Ibid., I, 104. 
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rival systems of capitalist enterprise, 
England’s and America’s, developed in¬ 
evitable conflicts of interest which pre¬ 
cipitated the war for independence. 
Schlesinger stated this thesis boldly in 
1919 in an article summarizing his views 
on the causes of the Revolution. "In the 
first years of the republic,” he noted, 
""the tendency of the popular histories 
and text-books was to dwell almost ex¬ 
clusively upon the spectacular develop¬ 
ments of the struggle and to dramatize 
the heroism of the patriots.”^^ The real 
explanation for independence, however, 
was to be found in ""the clashing of eco¬ 
nomic interests and the interplay of 
mutual prejudices, opposing ideals and 
personal antagonisms — whether in Eng¬ 
land or America.” These ""made inevita¬ 
ble in 1776 what was unthinkable in 
1760. . . 

His conclusions were that the mer¬ 
chants, hit in the pocketbook by the 
tightening of England’s imperial policy, 
promoted the early agitation against 
Great Britain. It was they who encour¬ 
aged the radicals’ leaders to whip up 
mobs of angry patriots. Their purpose 
was to exert, thereby, countervailmg 
pressure against their English rivals and 
thus win relief from measures which 
placed their trade under crippling inhi¬ 
bitions. ""As a class they [the merchants] 
entertained neither earlier nor later the 
idea of independence, for withdrawal 

32 Arthur M. Schlesinger, “The American Revo¬ 
lution Reconsidered,” Political Science Quar¬ 
terly, XXXIV (1919), 61. Schlesinge/s The 
Colonial Merchants and the American Revolu¬ 
tion, 1768-1776 (New York, 1917), like Charles 
A. Beard^s An Economic Interpretation of the 
Constitution of the United States (New York, 
1913), made historians aware of the importance 
of economic factors in the Revolutionary era. 

33 Schlesinger, “The American Revolution Re¬ 
considered,” p. 63. 


from the British empire meant for them 
the loss of vital business advan¬ 
tages. . . 

At each stage of the colonial resistance, 
the merchants stood in the background 
manipulating the Sons of Liberty. The 
rhetoric of the radical leaders meant 
nothing to them; their concern was 
with profits not principles. But they had 
calculated without the ambitions of pa¬ 
triot champions and the ardor of the 
people. The agitation against Great Brit¬ 
ain gathered a momentum that swept 
it onward with a force of its own. Too 
late the merchants realized that they had 
summoned up a whirlwind they could 
not ride. They found it impossible ""to 
reassert their earlier control and to stop 
a movement that had lost all significance 
for hard-headed men of business.”^^ 

The talk of ‘"no taxation without repre¬ 
sentation,” the appeals to Magna Charta, 
the heated debate over the authority of 
Parliament — all this was simply flotsam 
which showed where deeper currents 
were flowing. ""The popular view of the 
Revolution as a great forensic contro¬ 
versy over abstract governmental rights,” 
Schlesinger wrote, ""will not bear close 
scrutiny.”^® 

In a historiography which disclaimed 
heroes and villains in the name of scien¬ 
tific objectivity, heroes and villains none¬ 
theless crept in. To Schlesinger, as a 
liberal idealist, those without ideals, that 
is, the colonial merchants, were the vil¬ 
lains. It was not coincidence that the 
colonial merchants appeared in Schlesin- 
ger’s book as narrow, self-seeking men, 
who, in their blind devotion to pounds 
and shillings, rent the fabric of the Brit- 

34 ihid., p. 66. 

35 Ihid., p. 71. 

36 ihid., pp. 76-77. 
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ish Empire, at the same time that 
modern-day American captains of indus¬ 
try were testifying before Congressional 
committees as to their ruthless repression 
of labor and their callous exploitation of 
the public. Even George III appears in 
his familiar role of wicked tyrant. With 
aU his professions of scientific objectiv¬ 
ity, Schlesinger, like Bancroft, charges 
the King with trying to convert the 
British government to “a personal 
autocracy.” 

Having identified the villains, we do 
not need to look far for the heroes. They 
are the 'proletarian element,” the work¬ 
ers in the colonial towns, who were "for 
the most part unenfranchised,” and the 
sturdy frontiersmen, who "brought to the 
controversy a moral conviction and bold 
philosophy which gave great impetus to 
the agitation for independence” — pre¬ 
sumably more moral conviction 4an 
could be found among the self-interested 
elite of the seacoast towns. In Schlesin¬ 
ger s work, tidewater radicals and back- 
country farmers march side by side to¬ 
ward independence. Exploited by the 
cunning merchants, they finally seize 
control and the revolutionary initiative 
passes "into the hands of the democratic 
mechanic class,” in other words — the 
workers. 

In this formula of Schlesinger s we 
have a significant union between Turner s 
frontier thesis, which credited the fron¬ 
tier with all that was Liberal, progressive, 
and uniquely American, and the twen¬ 
tieth-century liberals’ idealization of the 
industrial worker whose spiritual ances¬ 
tor they perceived in the mechanic class 
of colonial tovms. Here was a "modem” 
analysis of the causes of the Revolution 
which for the first time stated the case 
explicitly for an "economic interpreta¬ 
tion,” which swept away the argument 


from "principle,” which freed Great 
Britain from any taint, and which, above 
all, carried the imprimatur of "scientific” 
history, self-stamped to be sure, but 
hardly the less impressive for that. 

Arthur Schlesinger’s liberal formulary 
was carried further by Claude Van Tyne 
in his book. The Causes of the War of 
Independence, published in 1922. Like 
Schlesinger, Van T3me saw himself as 
one of a company of courageous histo¬ 
rians, guided by scientific principles and 
bent on presenting the facts about the 
Revolution to a people long misled by 
the distorted accounts of men who put 
patriotism ahead of the search for objec¬ 
tive truth. . . . 

[In] Van Tyne’s history . . . we find a 
strong emphasis on the frontier thesis 
adapted from Turner. For on the frontier 
"the English race” experienced "a re¬ 
birth, the first of these destined to occur 
perennially as the race marched west¬ 
ward toward the setting sun.”^*^ In the 
raw environment of a new continent, 
"tovmbred men became denizens of the 
wilds.” Van Tyne accepted without ques¬ 
tion Schlesinger’s picture of the mer¬ 
chants guiding the early stages of colonial 
resistance and then dropping out, as 
"radicals everywhere, from Samuel 
Adams at the North to Christopher 
Gadsden in the South, seized the mo¬ 
ment of high feeling to carry America 
beyond the point where there could be 
any going back.” The conflict became a 
class struggle. In Massachusetts as in 
Pennsylvania "the masses [were] pitted 
against the great merchants.” "Thus, in 
1776, came the climax in the struggle be¬ 
tween rich and poor, East and West, 
those with a vote and those who were 

Van Tyne, The Causes of the War of Inde¬ 
pendence (Boston, 1922), p. 15. 
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voteless, between privilege and the wel¬ 
fare of the common man.”^^ 

The terms have shifted but we find, 
nonetheless, familiar echoes of Bancroft 
in Van Tyne’s insistence that the Revolu¬ 
tion was 'one of the glories of British 
history,” since the colonists, as heirs of 
all the political accomplishments of Eng¬ 
land, were simply carrying forward the 
fight for democracy and political liberty 
which "England had fostered beyond 
any other country of the world.”^^ And, 
as in Bancroft, we find an unscrupulous 
George III drawing on "an inexhausti¬ 
ble treasure of corruption” to obliterate 
the liberties of the colonists, despite the 
warnings of Burke, Pitt, Fox, and Cam¬ 
den. The cast has changed somewhat 
but the final curtain rings down on the 
same stirring patriotic note. 

Two years after Van Tyne’s book ap¬ 
peared, Charles McLean Andrews sur¬ 
veyed The Colonial Background of the 
American Revolution in a notable col¬ 
lection of essays. Andrews accepted 
what had by now become the general 
view of the Revolutionary crisis: 4at the 
basis of the dispute lay in a conflict of 
interests. The question of colonial rights 
was "a subject of more or less legal and 
metaphysical speculation. . . . There is 
nothing to show,” he wrote, "that the 
somewhat precise and finely spun rea¬ 
soning of these intellectual leaders had 
any marked influence on the popular 
mind.”4o Andrews, like Van Tyne, em¬ 
phasized the role of the frontier which 
encouraged individualism and independ¬ 
ence, but the conflict remained in its 
broader outlines a struggle over trade 

38 Ibid., pp. 416, 421, 425. 

33 Ibid., p. 478. 

^3 Charles McLean Andrews, The Colonial 
Background of the American Revolution (New 
Haven, 1924), p. 135. 


and commerce. We find in Andrews, it 
must be said, in addition to the residues 
of many earlier interpretations, a tenta¬ 
tiveness and absence of the doctrinaire. 

Under the surface of historical investi¬ 
gation the economic interpretation of 
history had been moving like a subter¬ 
ranean current, influencing individuals 
in many areas of American history. It 
was discernible in Arthur Schlesinger’s 
study of the colonial merchants, and in 
the works of a number of his contempo¬ 
raries. As applied to the Revolution, 
however, it was persistently modified in 
the works we have been concerned with 
by the naturalistic and romantic gloss of 
the frontier thesis, and by the fact that 
even skeptical historians of the scientific 
school found it extremely difficult to dis¬ 
engage themselves from the m)^hic ele¬ 
ments of the Revolution. However reso¬ 
lutely they started out demolishing, as 
they boasted, the biased and partisan 
accounts of earlier historians, they all 
ended up sounding remarkably like 
George Bancroft. 

In 1954, Lawrence Henry Gipson’s 
The Coming of the Revolution, 1763-- 
1775, was published in The 'New Ameri¬ 
can Nation Series, ... It is Gipson’s argu¬ 
ment 'that the causes of the Revolution 
stem first from the effort of the British 
government, faced with vast territorial 
acquisitions in North America at the end 
of the Great War for Empire, along widi 
an unprecedented war debt, to organize 
a more efficient administration on that 
continent and to make the colonies con¬ 
tribute directly to the support of the en¬ 
larged Empire. . . . Secondly, the causes 
of the breach can be traced to the radi¬ 
cally altered situation of the colonies 
after 1760, by which date they were at 
long last relieved of the intense pressure 
previously exerted along their borders 
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by hostile nations.”^^ The heart of the 
issue was a clash of "‘interests/' 

From the time of Sydney George 
Fisher to that of Lawrence Gipson an 
interpretation of the causes of the Amer¬ 
ican Revolution had slowly taken form. 
By the early 1950 s its outlines seemed, 
generally speaking, clear and stable and 
satisfyingly impersonal. The Revolution 
was the outcome of forces rather than 
“the result of the actions of wicked men 
-- neither of the King or Lord North, on 
the one hand, nor of American radicals 
on the other/’ The forces were primarily 
economic and social — the clash beween 
rival systems of mercantilism and the 
differentiation of the colonists from citi¬ 
zens of the Mother Country through the 
influence of an agricultural frontier. The 
problem of dealing with human motiva¬ 
tions, decisions, aspirations, and illu¬ 
sions was thus solved by submerging 
them in the larger currents of history 

Onto this settled and orderly scene 

Lawrence Henry Gipson, The Coming of the 
Revolution, 1763-1775, in The New American 
Nation Series, ed. Henry Steele Conomager and 
Richard B. Morris (New York, 1954), pp. ix, xii. 

“^2 Nineteenth-century historians who dealt with 
the Revolution such as George W^ashington 
Greene, Historical View of the American Revo- 
lution (Gambiidge, 1876), and John Fiske, The 
American Revolution (Cambridge, 1896), wrote 
in the tradition of George Bancroft. For the 
twentieth century, no mention has been made of 
John C. Miller's excellent narrative history. The 
Origins of the American Revolution (Boston, 
1943), because it failed to cast new hght on the 
causes of the Revolution. Max Savelle's Seeds of 
Liberty: The Genesis of the American Mind 
(New York, 1948), in my view, simply appHes a 
cultural-social veneer to older interpretations. 
Limitations of space have also compelled me to 
omit consideration of the influence of Sir Lewis 
Namier and his revisionist school. The Namier- 
ists, by rehabihtating George HI, reinforced the 
view of the Revolution as a clash of “forces” or 
“interests.” See Morgan, “American Revolution” 
for an excellent discussion of the Namier position 
and some effective counterarguments. 


burst Edmund and Helen Morgans The 
Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolu¬ 
tion.^^ Their argument, like that of David 
Ramsay 165 years earlier, hinged on the 
decisive character of the Stamp Act and 
threatened at once to undermine the 
whole painstaking, if jerry-built, struc¬ 
ture of interpretation that had been 
erected by a dozen twentieth-century 
historians. The Morgans reminded their 
readers that the Stamp Act aroused an 
instant and entirely unexpected wave of 
protest and of determined resistance in 
the colonies — resistance which could 
have led to revolution. Never again were 
the colonists to be so united in opposi¬ 
tion to a British measure. The actual 
cost of the stamp tax to the colonists 
would have been relatively light. In 
most places it was never even put into 
effect so that the colonists had no oppor¬ 
tunity to experience it as a material 
hardship. The opposition was thus al¬ 
most entirely on the grounds of abstract 
principle — the constitutional principle 
of no taxation without representation. 

Moreover, the leaders who came for¬ 
ward at the time of the act to direct 
colonial resistance were the individuals 
who in most instances carried through 
to the Revolution and beyond. Of the 
twenty-six members of the Stamp Act 
Congress, “only two . . . are known to 
have become loyaHsts in 1776. . . . Others 
who took no part in the congress but led 
the resistance to the Stamp Act within 
their own colonies were likewise con¬ 
spicuous in the revolutionary movement. 
It seems particularly significant that the 
parties which brought on the revolution 
in the two leadiug colonies, Massachu¬ 
setts and Virginia, gained their ascend- 

43 Edmund S. Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, 
The Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolution 
(Ghapel Hfll, 1953). 
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ancy at the time of the Stamp Act.”** 

But even more important than the ap¬ 
pearance, at the very outset of the con¬ 
troversy, of able and aggressive leaders 
who continued to lead was “the emer¬ 
gence ... of weU-defined constitutional 
principles.” The colonial assemblies in 
1765 “laid down the line on which Amer¬ 
icans stood until they cut their connec¬ 
tions with England. Consistently from 
1765 to 1776 they denied the authority 
of Parliament to tax them externally or 
internally; consistently they aflBrmed 
their willi n gness to submit to whatever 
legislation Parliament should enact for 
the supervision of the empire as a 
whole.”^® 

In the Morgans’ view far too much 
had been made of the shifts in the colo¬ 
nial position in regard to the powers of 
Parliament. Historians of the Schlesin- 
ger school had pointed to these shifts — 
from no power to impose internal taxes, 
to no external taxes for revenue, to no 
internal or external taxes of any kind, to 
no right to legislate for the colonies in 
any case whatever — as an indication 
that material self-interest rather than 
principle motivated the colonial actions. 
On the contrary, the Morgans argued, 
the colonists did not advance from one 
position to another under the pressure 
of Parliamentary enactments. In actual 
fact the Stamp Act brought at once a 
denial of the right of Parliament to tax 
the colonies “without representation.” All 
official statements such as the resolves 
of the Stamp Act Congress asserted this 
principle, conceding nothiug but a will¬ 
ingness to acquiesce in the Acts of Trade 
and Navigation in force in 1763. More¬ 
over, a number of colonial leaders at the 
time of the Stamp Act crisis or soon 
afterwards came to the conclusion that 

** Ihid., p. 293. 

« Ibid., p. 295. 


Parliament had no constitutional author¬ 
ity to legislate for the colonies. But 
understanding that to press such a view 
would rouse the deepest suspicions of 
Parliament and its supporters and alarm 
all colonial moderates, they kept their 
peace. 

Like Ramsay, the Morgans express the 
conviction that the growing conflict “was 
not irretrievable, but that to retrieve it 
would have required an understanding 
on each side of the exact limits of the 
others claims.” While “the English 
thought that they saw the Americans 
inching their way toward independence, 
the Americans thought that they saw a 
sinister party in England seeking by 
gradual degree to enslave them.”^® So 
the crisis moved to its denouement. 

If the Morgans’ argument in its Tnain 
outlines is granted, it of course modifies 
those interpretations which see the Revo¬ 
lution as the more or less inevitable re¬ 
sult of a slow process of economic, social, 
cultural, and political differentiation be¬ 
tween the colonies and the Mother 
Coimtry. The Schlesinger thesis that the 
merchants used the radical leaders and 
the mobs simply to gain redress of spe- 
cific grievances becomes likewise unten¬ 
able, and the frontier thesis loses much 
of its force. The Morgans’ position, in 
addition, diminishes the importance of 
class conflict as an element in the Revo¬ 
lutionary crisis. While class and sectional 
frictions undoubtedly existed in some of 
the colonies, they did not become sharply 
defined until the later years of the war 
and the postwar period, and they were, 
in no sense, determinants in the develop¬ 
ment of the Revolutionary crisis. 

In the Morgans’ book we have come, 
in full circle, back to the position of 
Ramsay and the historians of the first 

Ibid., pp. 291, 290. 
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generation. After a century and a half of 
progress in historical scholarship, in re¬ 
search techniques, in tools and methods, 
we have found our way to the interpre¬ 
tation held, substantially, by those his¬ 
torians who themselves participated in, 
or lived through the era of, the Revolu¬ 
tion. If it is undoubtedly true that, as 
Morgan suggests, “George Bancroft may 
not have been so far from the mark as 
we have often assumed,” it is equally 
true that Ramsay was closer still. . . . 

In justice to later historians, it should, 
of course, be pointed out that the his¬ 
torian s task in interpreting the American 
Revolution has been more than ordinar¬ 
ily difficult. The America that emerged 
from the War of Independence was a 
nation without prehistory in the tradi¬ 
tional sense. Having won their inde¬ 
pendence, the rather loosely knit United 
States had to find myths and symbols to 
reinforce and give substance to that na¬ 
tional unity which for the first eighty 
years was so precariously maintained. 
Myths had, perforce, to be created 
aroimd the moment of birth. What 
Homer and the siege of Troy had been 
to the Greek states of the Periclean Age, 
George Washington and the campaigns 
of the Revolution were to nineteenth- 
century Americans. What Romulus and 
Remus and the Twelve Tables of the 
Law had been for Imperial Rome, the 
Founding Fathers and the Federal Gon- 
stitution were for a United States search¬ 
ing in the midst of extraordinary social 
and economic transformations for unify¬ 
ing symbols. 

The American Revolution has, thus, 
been encrusted with mythic elements 
and residues which have vastly compli¬ 
cated the task of the historian who 
vdshes to state the truth of the events 
that took place in that era. The his¬ 
torian, being human and ineluctably par¬ 


taking of the ideals and values of his 
own day, has been under the strongest 
pressure to make the events of the Revo¬ 
lution conform to the particular time 
spirit of which he himself has been a 
self-conscious and articulate representa¬ 
tive. He has been, therefore, not simply 
the enemy of the myths, as he would 
like to see himself, but quite as often the 
victim, in the sense that he has seldom 
escaped the temptation to make tlie 
Revolution prove something about his 
own society or about the society which 
he wishes to see evolve in the future. . . . 

Whatever imperfections there may be 
in Ramsay’s facts (and his detractors 
have not indeed argued that they were 
at fault but that, in a number of instances, 
they were taken from the Annual Regis¬ 
ter)^ it was a poor bargain to get in the 
place of his work histories which were 
factually impeccable but which lost their 
grip on the essential meaning of the 
Revolutionary experience. 

On the basis of this brief survey of 
interpretations of the Revolution it 
would be very difficult to demonstrate 
clear and consistent progress in the inter¬ 
pretation of historical events primarily 
as the result of the longer time-perspec¬ 
tives of successive historians dealing 
with them. Nor, again, will we find that 
the opening up of new archives and the 
discovery of new documents (beyond a 
certain point, of course) result in notably 
improved or more acceptable (in any 
final sense) interpretations.^*^ 

Herbert Butterfield in an essay entitled, “The 
Reconstruction of an Historical Episode; the 
History of an Inquiry into the Origins of die 
Seven Years' War," Man on His Past (Cam¬ 
bridge, Eng., 1955), pp. 143-167, has shown 
how Leopold von Ranke, writing not many years 
after that war, gave a better analysis of its causes 
than those made with a longer perspective in 
time and far greater access to documentary 
materials. ^ 
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Indeed, in regard to the Revolution, 
the most extreme distortions appeared 
in the work of those historians who made 
the loudest claims to be “scientific” in 
their approach. Perhaps these men, be¬ 
lieving implicitly in the authority of the 
data, the “facts” as disclosed by their re¬ 
searches, have been less sensitive to the 
nature and extent of their own preju¬ 
dices. The older “prescientific” histori¬ 
ans realized that there was no way of 
evading judgments and were thus quite 
conseious of the distortion produced by 
their own personal loyalties and alle¬ 
giances. The scientific historian, com¬ 
forted by the illusion of a vast amount 
of supporting data, might (and obvi¬ 
ously in many instances did) have his 
own predispositions come upon him dis¬ 
guised as the objective results of 
research. . . . 

The story of successive interpretations 
of the American Revolution seems then 
to bear this moral: There is, or has been 
so far, no panacea (like scientific 
method) which can perform for the his¬ 
torian the functions of judgment and 
analysis. Whatever the historian gains 
in time-perspective or new materials or 


specialized monographs, he may well 
lose through distortions that are the re¬ 
sult of his own Zeitgeist. He thus fails 
to approach in any orderly, systematic 
way the truth in the form of some final 
or often, some better interpretation or 
understanding of the events he is con¬ 
cerned with. We would do well, there¬ 
fore, to show more respect for the best 
contemporary history and abandon some 
of those professional pieties with which 
we have solaced ourselves in the past. 
In the struggle for historical understand¬ 
ing there are no final triumphs. Insights 
once gained will not automatically sus¬ 
tain themselves but must be rediscovered 
time and again. We cannot solve prob¬ 
lems of historieal interpretation and 
then, having reduced the solutions to 
formulas, pass on to new problems, for 
the “solved” problems are remarkably 
full of life, tenacious and enduring. 

This being the case, the responsibility 
is clearly placed where it belongs — on 
the individual historian. He cannot take 
refuge from judgments in techniques. His 
judgments, on the other hand, will he no. 
better than his own capacity for wise 
insight and human understanding. . . . 
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Adams, .Revolutionary New England, 
1691-1776 (Boston, 1923), which is writ¬ 
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and the American Revolution, 1763-1776 
(New York, 1918), which lends consider¬ 
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tation. Elisha P. Douglass, Rebels and 
Democrats: The Struggle for Equal 
Rights and Majority Rule during the 
American Revolution (Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina, 1955), interprets the role of 
merchants and radicals somewhat differ¬ 
ently than does Schlesinger. A wealth of 
material concerning sectional and Nacg 
conflicts (or their absence) in the colo¬ 
nies is to be found in the many works 
dealing with particular sections, colonies 
or towns. Among the most notable of 
these are John Richard Alden, The South 
in the Revolution (Baton Rouge, Louisi¬ 
ana, 1957); Robert E. Brown, Middle- 
Class Democracy and the Revolution in 
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Mack E. Thompson, “The Ward-Hopldns 
Controversy and the American Revolu¬ 
tion in Rhode Island; An Interpretation,” 
William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. XVI, 
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A Constitutional Interpretation (New 
York, 1923); Randolph Greenfield 
Adams, Political Ideas of the American 
Revolution (Third Edition, New York, 
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Causes of the War of Independence 
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laration of Independence (New York, 
1933), examines the significance and the 
sources of the ideas embodied in that 
document. A good account of the natu¬ 


ral law background of American political 
thought of the time is to be found in 
Benjamin F. Wright, Jr., American Inter¬ 
pretations of Natural Law (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1931), while Charles F. Mullett 
offers an analysis of the thought under¬ 
lying British Colonial policy in “English 
Imperial Thinking, 1764-1783,” Political 
Science Quarterly, Vol. 45 (December, 
1930). A significant work dealing with 
the whole context of British politics in 
which imperial ideas were formulated 
and developed is Charles R. Ritcheson, 
British Politics and the American Revo¬ 
lution (Norman, Oklahoma, 1954). 

Philip G. Davidson, Propaganda and 
the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, 
N. C., 1941), offers an analysis of the 
ideas, symbols, and slogans of both revo¬ 
lutionists and Tories, and of the tech¬ 
niques and machinery used to win or to 
discourage support of the revolutionary 
cause. Two works of Arthur M. Schlesin¬ 
ger are also of interest in this connection: 
Prelude to Independence: The News¬ 
paper War on Britain, 1764-^1776 (New 
York, 1958), and ^‘Political Mobs and the 
American Revolution, 1765-1776,” Pro¬ 
ceedings of the American Philosophical 
Society, Vol. XCIX, pp. 244-250 (August, 
1955). A good account of the mihtary 
aspect of the conflict is to be found in 
Allen French, The First Year of the 
American Revolution (New York, 1934), 
or in Eric Robson, The American Revo¬ 
lution in its Political and Military Aspects 
(New York, 1955). 
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materials may be found in Henry Steele 
Commager, Documents of American 
History (New York, 1934); Henry Steele 
Commager and Richard B. Morris, The 
Spirit of ^76: The Story of the American 
Revolution as Told by the Participants 
(Indianapolis, 1958); Bruce Ingham 
Granger, Political Satire in the American 
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Revolution (Ithaca, N. Y., 1960); Albert 
Bushnell Hart, American History Told 
by Contemporaries (2 vols., New York, 
1898); Samuel Eliot Morison, Sources 
and Documents Illustrating the Ameri¬ 
can Revolution, 1764-1788 (New York, 
1929); and Benjamin F. Wright, Jr., A 
Source Book of American Political The¬ 
ory (New York, 1929). An illuminating 
Report of the Boston Committee of Cor¬ 
respondence, written November 20,1772, 


by Samuel Adams, is printed in part, to¬ 
gether with Benjamin Franklin s Preface 
to the English edition of the Report, as 
Old South Leaflet, No. 17S (Boston, 
n.d.). 

The reader who wishes to compare the 
American Revolution with other great 
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in Crane Brinton, The Anatomy of Revo¬ 
lution (New York, 1938). 


